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adequately prepare students to work in the more diverse settings in which occupational 

therapists are increasingly working (Bossers et al 1997, Kornblau 2001, Adamson 2005, 

Fortune et al 2006).   

 

C
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any direct contribution from the students (Westmorland and Jung 1997, Bilics et al 2002, 

Banks and Head 2004), leaving the reader with questions about bias.  

 

Where studies have been carried out, various methods have been used to evaluate the 

effectiveness of role
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professional identity developed on the role-emerging placements in practice, due to the nature 

of current occupational therapy practices in traditional services, is also highlighted.    

 

T
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With the current drive to develop role-emerging placements and the need to understand 

students’ experiences of such placements, this piece of research focused on students who had 

experienced ‘role-emerging’ and not ‘non-traditional’ placements.  

1.3 Rationale for the study 

Following publication of the College of Occupational Therapists’ 
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This research has been undertaken at a time when health and social care contexts are rapidly 

changing within the United Kingdom. Government drives towards well-being, health 

promotion, reducing inequalities, sustainability, active ageing, integrated services, primary 

and community care (Department of Health 2004a, Department of Health 2004b, Department 

of Health 2008a, Department of Health 2010a, Department of Health 2010b, Department of 

Health 2010c) mean an increasing move for occupational therapists away from medically 

orientated institutions towards community based, co-ordinated, independent and voluntary 

services that focus on health promotion, well-being and function (Friedland et al 2001, 

Withers and Shann 2008,  Molineux and Baptiste 2011).  

 

These trends are congruent with occupational therapy philosophy. Occupational therapy was 

founde
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ensuring graduates are equipped with the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed  to meet the 

occupational needs of the local population and to promote occupational therapy in new areas 

of practice. This academic requirement now appears to meet the request made by Whiteford 

and Wilcock (2001) a decade ago for occupational therapy curricula to reflect the 

philosophical roots of the profession.  

 

In order to ensure that student education remains current and meaningful and that graduates 

are prepared for the contemporary demands and trends of practice, placement tutors from 

within the United Kingdom have highlighted the need for innovative curriculum and 

placement design (Hocking and Ness 2005, Hook and Kenney 2007, Thew et al 2008, Cooper 

and Raine 2009). Whilst it has been suggested that role-emerging placements may offer one 

such useful ‘innovation’ (Jung et al 2005, Bossers et al 2007, Thew et al 2008, Fieldhouse 

and Fedden 2009, Thew et al 2011), the need to evaluate and gain a deeper understanding of 

the effect of these placements is apparent. This will enhance the evidence-base underpinning 

the use of role-emerging placements in practice and enable their development in such a way 

that reflects the best learning opportunities for students.  

 

Through gaining a deeper understanding of students’ experiences it was anticipated that the 

findings of this study would provide an opportunity to consider whether role-emerging 
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increasingly been advocated by the course team in the general 
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this thesis is a co-construction between the participants and myself (Conroy 2003, Finlay 

2006a), I have made every effort th
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Chapter 2: Backg
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The following sections explore occupational therapy placements in the context of education 

and current practice and presents literature relating to adult learning theories, the influence of 

placements on professional socialisation, preparation for practice, future practice preference, 

student attitudes and behaviour, roles and skills of educators and models of placement 

provision. There follows a section dedicated to role-emerging placements, including the 

rationale for their use and perceived benefits and limitations. Priorities for occupational 

therapy research are considered before the chapter concludes with the research questions, 

aims of the study and a continuation of the reflexive account.        

2.2 Overview 

Although literature relating to occupational therapy placements is diverse in content, the 

value and importance of placements has “never been denied” (Bonello 2001, p93). General 

consensus is evident that practice placements are central to a student’s learning and crucial in 

helping them integrate theory and practice and develop practical skills and professionalism 

that cannot be learnt from textbooks alone (Alsop and Ryan 1996, Huddleston 1999a, Waters 

2001, Casares 2003, Rodger 2008). It would appear that placements allow a student to place 

learning in context which, it is argued, helps them attribute personal meaning to theory and 

develop a greater sense of understanding (Cope et al 2000, Lave and Wenger 2003). In 

addition, through client interaction students appear to develop core practical skills, techniques 

and personal attributes needed to be competent therapists (Missiuna et al 1992, Casares 2003, 

Toal-Sullivan 2006, Evenson 2009). Cohn and Crist (1995, p105) state that practice 

placements are the “essential bridge between academic and service delivery settings”.  

 

Despite international recognition of the importance of placements, two main concerns emerge 

from the literature. Firstly,
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recent literature (Baum 2000, Prigg and Mackenzie 2002, Thomas et al 2004, Fortune et al 

2006, Gilbert Hunt 2006, Thew et al 2011). This is perhaps reflective of the continual 

changes in practice and the on-going need to ensure that practice education remains current 

and a positive and effective learning experience in terms of preparing students for practice.  

2.3 Occupational therapy placements in the context of education 

and current trends in practice 

Historically in the United Kingdom, occupational therapy placements have occurred in NHS 

and Local Authority settings. They have tended to be illness focused, technically driven, 

institution based and undertaken within an apprenticeship model with the therapist viewed as 

the expert (Missiuna et al 1992, Higgs and Titchen 2001).  Until more recently, academic 

programmes appeared to adopt more of a reductionist approach, requiring students to have a 

set number of placements in physical and mental health settings (Opachich 1995, Mackersy et 

al 2003). This approach appears to lack recognition of the diversity of the profession and 

opportunities available for occupational therapists to work with a wide range of people from 

birth to death, with or without illness or disability.   

 

The broader view of health that emerges from Government priorities and directives 

(Department of Health 2004a, Department of Health 2004b, Department of Health 2006, 

Department of Health 2010a, Department of Health 2010b, Department of Health 2010c), 

professional standards and curriculum guidance (Hocking and Ness 2002, College of 

Occupational Therapists 2006, College of Occupational Therapists 2008, College of 

Occupational Therapists 2009, Health Professions Council 2009) provides support for 

occupational therapists to take up opportunities in emerging areas of practice and to broaden 

their employment opportunities (Isaacs and Gordon 2001, Kornblau 2001, Scriven and Atwal 

2004, Wilcock 2006, Turner 2011). Thomas (2008), for example, suggests a role for future 

therapists in helping individuals, groups and communities deal with the impact on health and 

well-being of global factors such as the ageing population, global warming, recession, 

pandemics and natural disasters.  

 

Other authors similarly suggest that occupational therapists could be ambassadors for 

developments in health care where the refocusing on occupation that is taking place within 

the profession coincides with a health and social care system that has as its central concern 
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the health of the population (Withers and Shann 2008, Molineux and Baptiste 2011). Wilcock 

(2006) argues that all services, whether primary, secondary or tertiary, need to be aware of 

the role of occupational therapy in improving the health and well-being of individuals, 

communities and the general population. This is a view supported by Sakellariou and Pollard 

(2012, p2) who, in their commentary on the social responsibility of occupational therapy 

education, call for future practitioners to adopt a “political practice of occupational therapy” 

that seeks to address the political, environmental 
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Pollard 2012). Mackersy et al (2003) for example argue that old beliefs about needing a 

balance of mental health and physical placements and grounding in ‘basic’ placements (that 

is, those in traditional in-patient settings) may no longer be applicable. Similarly, Thomas et 

al (2004) suggest that more diverse learning opportunities are required to help students 

develop a broader vision of the profession than that associated with services in which the 

majority of traditional placements occur.  Without exposure to this broader social health 

perspective during their education, Gilbert Hunt (2006) expresses concern that graduates will 

lack the confidence to be at the forefront of changes within health and social care. Similarly, 

Sakellariou and Pollard (2012) suggest that, 
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published to help alleviate the ‘placement crisis’ or whether it is based on the belief that such 

placements help students develop the necessary skills and competencies for future practice. 

Whilst research studies are cited in support of its recommendations the document does not 

reflect the mixed opinions that are in fact evident in these studies concerning the value and 

effectiveness of such placements.  

 

The College of Occupational Therapists’ (2006) guidance was produced following a survey 

of 27 British placement tutors (Wood 2005). This study used a questionnaire to explore the 

extent to which non-traditional and role-emerging placements were being used in practice and 

the issues associated with such placements. Twenty-four tutors responded and findings 

revealed that the majority of higher education institutions (21/24) offer 
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Literature is increasingly highlighting the need for students to become self-directed, critical, 

adaptable and reflective practitioners (Barnitt and Salmond 2000, Barr 2005, Fortune et al 

2006, Department of Health 2008b). In meeting these aims, it is necessary to consider the 

way in which occupational therapy placements have been influenced by adult learning 

theories.  

2.3.1 
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through ‘active experimentation’ (Kolb 1984, Evans et al 2010). Such a cycle of learning can 
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the various learning theories in detail in this thesis, it is useful to consider some of the key 

concepts that appear to have influenced thinking in relation to practice education.    

  

Merriam et al (2007) and Jarvis (2010) provide useful summaries of behaviourist theorists 

whose underlying assumptions are that observable behaviour rather than internal thought 

should be the focus of study. From this perspective learning is seen through a change in 

behaviour, the locus of control over learning lies with the environment that shapes behaviour, 

proximity of events encourages connections to be formed and reinforcement encourages 

repeat behaviour (Merriam et al 2007, Jarvis 2010). Imitation, in particular, is considered 

important in enabling individuals to learn how to behave and carry out accepted practices 

within cultural groups (Jarvis 2010). Such principles appear evident in adult education where 

behaviourist techniques such as feedback, modelling and practising of activities are used to 

enhance a student’s development on placement (Tompson and Ryan 1996a, Tompson and 

Ryan 1996b). However, such theories appear limited in the extent to which they acknowledge 

the individual agency of the learner or social context of learning. Behaviourist theorists view 

the learner a
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Murphy and Calway 2007, Barnett 2007, Dall’Alba 2009a, Dall’Alba 2009b, Dall’Alba and 

Sandberg 2010).  

 

A cognitive approach to learning, advocated by Mezirow et al (2009), highlights the 

importance of critical reflection in transformative learning. Here, learning is viewed as a 

process of meaning making, suggesting that through reflection and self-exploration learners 

may come to fundamentally change their points of view (immediate beliefs, feelings, attitudes 

and judgements) and habits of mind (broader perspectives, assumptions and world views) that 

influence the way they interpret and make sense of their experiences (Merriam et al 2007, 

Mezirow et al 2009, Jarvis 2010). Individual constructions of reality are transformed by 

reflecting on experiences and elaborating existing, or learning new, frames of reference and 

strategies for living (Jarvis 2010).   

 

Such transformative learning is considered emancipatory in allowing learners to develop as 

autonomous thinkers.  Rather than simply enacting the beliefs, values and world views of 

others, which leads to reproduction of the status quo, it is suggested that students come to 

develop their own understandings and ways of thinking (Merriam et al 2007, Mezirow et al 

2009, Jarvis 2010). This has similarities to the work of Billett (2010) who makes the 

distinction between mastery (the superficial acceptance of knowledge and the ability to 

achieve standards required for public performance) and appropriation (active engagement in 

what is being learnt and a desire to integrate this as part of their being) of knowledge. 

Appropriation is also a key idea of developmental psychologist Vygotsky (1978) in which the 
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notion of “knowing-in-action” where the importance of learning by doing is highlighted in 
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Reflection and Reasoning tool that was used to measure this effect. Areas of improvement 

included using theories to understand treatment techniques, seeking alternative viewpoints, 

contrasting information about client’s problems and proposed solutions. No consideration, 

however, was given to the lack of statistical difference in the other 15 items, including 

aspects of clinical reasoning that would appear particularly important such as questioning 

why they do things in practice and clearly identifying the occupational problems prior to 

planning intervention. In contrast to this study, McCarran and D’Amico (2002) found no 

significant difference in the clinical reasoning of 22 occupational therapy students that had 

completed either a traditional teaching and learning or PBL approach for a specific module. 

However, data was collected using a non-standardised tool which may have affected the 

validity and reliability of the findings.  Whilst such studies highlight the variations of opinion 

regarding the effectiveness of PBL, 
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The focus of learning from a humanistic perspective is therefore on students’ self-

development as opposed to the narrower view of skill, behaviour or cognitive development 

offered by the behaviourist and cognitive theories. The process of learning would appear to 

be more important than the content, providing a more holistic perspective and allowing the 

student to direct and take responsibility for their own learning and development. With these 

principles in mind, the focus for the educator is 
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the integration and contribution of new members of the community (Lave and Wenger 2003, 

Wenger 2006, Hodkinson et al 2008).  

 

Such perspectives appear relevant to student placements where learning can be viewed as a 

result of engaging in and contributing to occupational therapy or multi-disciplinary 

communities of practice, offering transformative potential for both the student and the team. 

Students have the opportunity to participate in real practice contexts that reflect the complex 

environments and practices in which they will be required to work and through their 

participation in authentic professional activities, observation of and engagement with others, 

learn how to be a professional.  

 

Billett (2002) suggests that it is through engagement in new activities that possibilities for 

new learning occur as the individual extends his/ her ways of knowing beyond that previously 

encountered. 
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ontological dimension of learning where an individual continually changes the way they 

perceive themselves as they learn through their interactions with their learning culture.  

 

This is a view advocated by authors who have adopted a phenomenological perspective to 

explore the learning experiences of students as they pass through their educational 
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leading Dall’Alba (2004) to question the adequacy of education that focuses on knowledge 

and skill development as the basis for professional practice. However, a limitation of this 

study is that of the 103 students that responded to the questions at the start of the course only 

66 remained at the end of the course, of which only 38 wrote a further response. Findings 

also have limited transferability to occupational therapy students where findings may not 

reflect the understanding of those students whose education has been more self-directed, for 
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difficulties, as well as the ‘mirror’, providing feedback and aiding reflective practice and 

professional development. However, as placements progressed, such support and modelling 

were less important as students became more confident in their role and identity. Here, 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal development appears relevant as 

educators structured learning experiences that helped the students to achieve a successful 

outcome, reducing the level of support as 
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models of practice that perhaps do not fully reflect clients’ individual needs.  Creek (2009) 

further suggests that therapists have adopted the language of other more dominant professions 

for fear of becoming marginalised and 
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2004, Barnett 2007, Dall’Alba and Barnacle 2007, Dall’Alba 2009a, Dall’Alba 2009b, 

Dall’Alba and Sandberg 2010). Following studies of law and medical students’ 

understandings of and ways of enacting practice, calls have been made for professional 

education to be re-conceptualised as a process of developing a professional way of being, 

arguing that this is central to a student’s professional identity and the way in which 

professional practice is enacted 
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bringing about significant change in an individual’s life. Transitions appear to be closely 

linked to identity where individuals come to re-define their sense of self as adjustment is 

made to a life event (Holland 1999, Meleis et al 2000, Sutton and Griffin 2000, Kralik et al 

2006, Evenson 2009, Seah et al 2011). In their review of transition literature, Kralik et al 

(2006) conclude that successful transition is thought to have occurred when an individual is 

able to make sense of a life event and re-orientate themselves to master new ways of living 

and being. This is a view also asserted by Meleis et al (2000) who suggest in their theory of 

transition that feeling connected to others, developing confidence in self, ability to cope, 

mastery of skills and behaviours needed to take on new roles and responsibilities and re-

orientation of identity are important indicators that successful transition has occurred. Whilst 

these notions appear applicable to students or new graduates it is important to acknowledge 

that this is a nursing theory and as such has not been tested for its relevance to educational 

transitions.  

 

Building on 
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1997, Hummell and Koelmeyer 1999, Spalding 2000, Tryssenaar and Perkins 2001, Strong et 

al 2003, Toal-Sulivan 2006, Hodgetts et al 2007).  

 

In their study of the transition of six Canadian occupational and physiotherapy students over 

their first year of practice, Tryssenaar and Perkins (2001) identified themes such as initial 

expectations and excitement at becoming a therapist, periods of self-doubt about their 

comp
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and assessment they lacked confidence in knowing what to do with clients in practice. 

Similar findings were identified by 
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traditional settings, although anecdotal articles are emerging that would suggest occupational 

therapists are increasingly employed in emerging roles (Kearsley 2010, Bryant 2011, 

Holdback 2011, Marsh 2011
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2.3.6 Role and skills of the educator and team support 

Whilst the model of supervision on a role-
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affording, inviting or potentiating opportunities for a students’ development (Billett 2001, 

Billett 2002, Claxton and Carr 2004, Duncan et al 2008). Whilst much of this research has 

been carried out with children in the classroom or with employees in the workplace, the 

concepts would appear relevant to this study where it would appear likely that the way in 

which placements are designed will influence the extent to which students are able to actively 

engage in learning activities and further their development. Role-emerging placements are 

designed in a very different way to traditional placements due to the absence of an existing 

occupational therapy service, team or on-site professional supervisor. As such, it would 

appear necessary for research to consider the way in which this structure impacts on the 

students learning and development.  

 

The concept of belonging, highlighted in literature, appears particularly pertinent (Levett-

Jones et al 2007). Belonging is viewed as a fundamental need that impacts on a person’s 

emotions, behaviours, cognitive abilities, health and well-being (Levett-Jones et al 2009). 

Maslow (1987) highlights the intrinsic human need for belonging, placing it third in his 

hierarchy of needs. Various definitions of belonging have been suggested and whilst there is 

lacking a general consensus, a sense of personal involvement, integration and connectedness 

are emergent themes. Whilst Cope et al (2000) did not use the word belonging, their focus on 

students’ incorporation and acceptance into a community of practice has similarities. 

Similarly, literature emanating from nursing research identifies the importance of being 

accepted on nursing students’ self-esteem and confidence (Nolan 1998, Levett-Jones et al 

2009). Here, links can once again be made to socio-cultural theories of learning (Lave and 

Wenger 2003, Wenger 2006). Whilst passing reference may be made to students ‘fitting in’ 

on placement, there appears in the literature an absence of i
1 0 0 1 300.77 407.21 Tm
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opportunity to work collaboratively with other students and that the opportunities for peer 

support and learning increase confidence and reduce feelings of isolation (Fleming et al 1996, 

Martin and Edwards 1998, Mason 1999, Bilics et al 2002, Baldry Currens and Bithell 2003, 

James and Prigg 2004, Martin et al 2004, Soloman and Baptiste 2005, Soloman and Jung 

2006, Roger et al 2009, Thew et al 2008).  

 

Bonnello (2001) and Cross et al (2006) suggest that peer learning should increasingly be used 

as it reflects adult learning theories and current trends in education towards the use of self-

directed, problem based learning which possibly traditional or apprenticeship models do not.  

However, in relation to role-emerging placements, no research was identified that compares 

the experiences of students that have carried out placements alone or with a peer. Such 

research would provide an understanding of the potential benefits and limitations of each 

approach.    

 

With an increasing drive to enhance inter-professional learning in higher education 

(Department of Health 2000c, Department of Health 2001a, Department of Health 2001b, 

Barr 2005, CAIPE 2007), placements would appear to present an opportunity for students 

from various disciplines to learn with and from each other in preparation for more 

collaborative working as future practitioners (Adams et al 2006, Soloman and Jung 2006, 

Mackenzie et al 2007).  Few articles were identified that had explored inter-





 61 

America where role-emerging placements have been established for much longer than in 

Britain. Huddleston (1999b) provides a summary of literature concerning the advantages and 

disadvantages of role-emerging placement but this is based on only three references from the 

mid 90s.  
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occupational needs addressed. They indicated that their knowledge of occupational therapy 

increased and in a number of cases the placements led to occupational therapy posts being 

created. Gilbert Hunt (2006, p85) suggests that such placements may give students “a 

competitive edge upon graduation”, although no evidence is provided to support this 

assumption.   

 

Short reports and reflections have been provided by Canadian students about their personal 

experiences of role-emerging placements (Finkleman 1998, Kimber 1998, Robertson 1998, 

Stanley 2001). Similar articles have increasingly been published in ‘Occupational Therapy 

News’ by British students (Gibson and Quinn 2007, Doherty and Stevenson 2009, Jamieson 

2009, Riches 2009, Williams 2009, Chandler 2010, Fitzsimmons and Allcoat 2010, Garrity 

2010, Douglas 2011, Eldridge and Harding 2011, Ullah and Klaentschi 2011). Although not 

formal evaluations, these articles provide descriptions of placement settings, occupational 

projects carried out and students’ feelings about the placements. Role-emerging placements 
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be a positive experience, helping them consolidate their knowledge and skills and improve 

their confidence for future practice. Other themes included students 
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the students’ supervisors which increased the likelihood of researcher bias. However, the 

authors suggest that six ‘dimensions of learning’ took place; greater awareness of therapeutic 

use of self, understanding of oneself as an occupational being, developing skills in 

assessment and observation, becoming an enabler of occupation, recognising the importance 

of client centred goal setting and linking theory with practice. Fieldhouse and Fedden (2009) 

argue that such learning could not have taken place on a traditional placement as it was the 

process of having to find and make sense of the occupational therapy role within the role-

emerging setting that facilitated this learning.    

 

Totten and Pratt (2001) provide a descriptive account of one student’s experience of a role-

emerging placement in a Scottish homeless shelter. The student described 
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academics, they have more time to think about the future of the profession and can see the 

value of such placements or whether such placements are simply seen as positive in helping 

them secure the required number of placements.   

 

Kirke et al (2007) highlighted concern from educators that role-emerging placements may be 

using up placement hours and potentially compromising clinical experiences. They suggested 

that such placements may also disadvantage weaker students who need more time to 

consolidate traditional skills. This view is held by other authors (Huddleston 1999b, Sullivan 

and Finlayson 2000, Fisher and Savin-Baden 2002b, Wood 2005) who suggest that not all 

students would be able to cope with role-emerging placements, although no evidence is 

offered for this conclusion. Sullivan and Finlayson (2000) consider it unethical to place a 

student who is unable to meet the demands of a role-emerging placement, and therefore 

recommend the use of a careful selection process to place students in such a placement. Such 

a selection process is also reported by Fleming et al (1996) who require students to submit 

applications for such placements. Students are then rated by staff as to their potential 

suitability for a role-emerging placement, for example their ability to adopt a leader role and 

be a team player, their creativity, problem solving and communication skills, their self-

confidence and ability to manage stress. However, other authors argue that role-emerging 

placements offer significant opportunities for students’ professional development in these 

areas and should be a compulsory element of their education (Hook and Kenney 2007, Thew 

et al 2008).  

 

Whilst Fisher and Savin-Baden (2002b, p279) found that amongst occupational therapy 

educators and managers there was some recognition of the potential value of role-emerging 

placements in developing qualities such as “initiative, creativity, problem solving, 

independence and autonomy in learning” they generally found little support for such 

placements. Such conflicting opinions may reflect the participants in the study, many of 

whom were unfamiliar with role-emerging placements and as such had no direct experience 

on which to base their opinions. They concluded that further research is needed to investigate 

these types of placement (Fisher and Savin-Baden 2002b), a recommendation also made by 

other authors (Fleming et al 1996, Bossers et al 1997, Casares 2003, Kirke et al 2007, 

Overton et al 2009).  
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A particular concern raised by Fisher and Savin-Baden (2002b, p278) was identity 

development and the belief that “OT philosophy and competence is hard enough to learn 

from experienced OT’s, I do not think it can be learnt from others”. This was also raised by 

Tompson and Ryan (1996a) who suggest that, in a profession which has difficulty with its 

identity, placements where there are no occupational therapists will limit a student’s 

opportunity to observe therapists in practice and encourage them to look to other 

professionals as their model for future practice. This issue of professional identity has 

implications for practice education where there is a need to ensure that placements provide 

sufficient opportunity for the development and understanding of identity, particularly at a 

time when an increasing focus on generic and inter-professional working requires graduates 
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would help them be more effective on placement whilst others felt such skills could be 

developed on placement, a suggestion also made by Bossers et al (1997). High levels of 

support were suggested as being required by students and those that felt well supported were 

more confident throughout the placement. Whilst the majority of the themes presented were 

concerns raised by the students, personal and professional growth 
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2.7 Study Aims   

The following aims allowed the research questions to be operationalised:   

 To develop an understanding of how students experience and ascribe meaning to 

occupational therapy placements in role-emerging settings.  

 To understand the uniqueness, commonalities and divergences of student experiences 

of role-emerging placements.   

 To consider in what ways (if any) role-emerging placements influence an 

occupational therapist’s professional 
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the influence of such placements on practice once qualified, a vital area of exploration. The 

following chapter discusses the methodology used to answer the research questions.  

2.9 Chapter summary 

This part of the thesis has provided a critical review of literature relating to occupational 

therapy practice education, adult learning theories, Government and professional policy and 

trends in health and social care practice. Whilst placements have long been accepted as an 

important part of occupational therapy education, concern is increasingly been raised that 

placement opportunities may not be adequately preparing graduates for practice in current 

and future climates. In order to ensure that graduates remain viable as future practitioners, 

authors argue that practice education needs to become more innovative, with role-emerging 

placements being suggested as one such useful innovation. Appraisal of the role-emerging 

placement literature highlighted mixed rationale for their use in occupational therapy 

curricula and contrasting opinion regarding their perceived benefits and limitations. Gaps in 

literature and limitations of existing studies were identified that led to the formulation of the 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
This chapter presents the rationale for using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis as the 

methodology for this study. To enhance transparency, the research design is described in 

detail including information about participants and how they were recruited, how ethical 

issues were addressed, data collection and analysis procedures and strategies employed to 

ensure rigour throughout the research process. Consideration is given to the epistemological 

and ontological positions underpinning the research and how these relate to the research 

questions, aims and choice of methodology. A review of the theoretical origins of IPA is 

provided as well as a critical evaluation of the approach. The chapter concludes with a 

reflexive account of the methodological journey.  

 

Methodology is the research design or strategy that influences the choice and use of data 

collection methods (Clough and Nutbrown 2002, Crotty 2005). It stems from the aims of the 

study, includes consideration of philosophical positions and theoretical frameworks and 

provides a rationale for why particular methods have been chosen to answer the research 

questions. To identify 
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only possible to understand the human mind through its interaction with everyday life and 

that subjective experience  is “data worthy of study”.   

 

This view appears to hav
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This constructionist view argues that meaning is not inherent in objects, waiting to be 

discovered, but constructed through a dynamic interplay between a person and the objects in 

the world with which they are interacting. Links can clearly be seen here with the 

phenomenological writings of Heidegger w
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an object or phenomena, interacting with and making sense of it. Through human interaction, 

meanings are constructed and consensus is achieved regarding ‘reality’ but due to the unique 

cultures and contexts in which such interactions and meaning constructions take place, the 

relativist nature of this ‘reality’ is acknowledged. As such it is argued that reality is a result of 

human perception, social experience and shared understandings which are context bound and 

not ‘out there’ wait







 82 

Consideration is now given to the theoretical principles underpinning IPA and informing this 

study.  

3.3 Theoretical perspectives 

The decision to use IPA was influenced by its theoretical origins in phenomenology, 
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enable me as a researcher to be both interpretative and phenomenological.  Having carefully 

considered the Husserlian position in light of the specifics of my inquiry it became apparent 

that some of its precepts did not fit. It therefore became necessary to consider the principles 

underpinning hermeneutic phenomenology.  
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they undertake in order to develop their identity and achieve their goal of becoming a 

therapist.  

3.3.3 Symbolic Interactionism 

In addition to phenomenology and hermeneutics, IPA is influenced by symbolic 

interactionism (Smith et al 2009). This is underpinned by the belief that humans are social 

beings and how we act, behave and interact is dependent on our relations with other beings 

and the meaning we ascribe to particular things and situations (Blumer 1969, Benzies and 

Allen 2001, Bluff 2005, Crotty 2005). An important theoretical perspective within sociology, 

symbolic interactionism derives from the works of George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) and 

Herbert Blumer (1900-1986) who suggest that people act towards things that have meaning 

for them. Nothing in the world is considered to have intrinsic meaning and it is only through 

interaction and experience that people make sense of their lives and meaning is created 

(Blumer 1969, Bluff 2005, Crotty 2005). Benzies and Allen (2001) state that, for symbolic 

interactionists, individual’s structure the external world by their perceptions and 

interpretations of how they regard that world to be.  Of importance is the relationship 

between the individual and their environment. Here, the two are considered to be 

“inextricably linked through reciprocal relationships” (Benzies and Allen 2001, p542) with 

ideas and behaviours changing in response to the individual’s perception of the world but 

influenced by the constraints and characteristics of the environment. Benzies and Allen 

(2001, p543) state that, in his consideration of the ‘self’, Mead differentiated between “the 

spontaneous ‘I’ and the socially constructed ‘me’”, holding the view that “the self is a process 

of interaction between the ‘I’ and the ‘me’”.  For researchers therefore, the focus of 

investigation is on understanding the individual’s world, the way in which personal meanings 

are created through interpretation and social interaction and the influence this has on their 

behaviours and ongoing (re)negotiation of self.  

 

This view that people are orientated towards meaningful things is again congruent with 

occupational therapy philosophy whereby individuals are seen as occupational beings who 

engage in occupations that have a sense of meaning and purpose. It is such occupations that 

are considered conducive to their health and well-being.  In relation to this study, it could be 

argued that occupational therapy students engage in role-emerging placements as they are 

meaningful and have a sense of purpose in relation to attaining their chosen career. Through 

their engagement in the placement world it is possible that the students construct personal 
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meanings and build a sense of identity. Through a process of interaction and interpretation 

between student and researcher 
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considered an important way for individuals to make connections between events in their 

lives: to provide structure to their temporal and often disorganised world and create meaning 

from their life experiences (Murray 2008, Willig 2008). Where narrative analysis differs from 

IPA is its focus on the story itself. Whilst similar to IPA in its exploration of a story’s 

content, narrative analysis is also concerned with how stories are constructed, why they are 

told in a particular way (Kohler Riessman 1993).  

 

Similar to IPA interviews, narratives are recognised as being constructed within a specific 

socio-cultural context. As such, stories are likely to vary depending on where they are told, to 

whom and why (Kohler Riessman 1993). Narratives are generally told as a sequence of 

events with a beginning, middle and end and then, depending on the research question and 

desired outcome, various types of narrative analysis take place, for example looking at the 

content, tone, structure, linguistic choices, emergent themes, function or social and 

psychological implications of the stories (Kohler Riessman 1993, Murray 2008, Willig 2008, 

Smith et al 2009).   

 

With the focus of the current study on understanding the specific experiences of the students 

rather than exploring their wider narrative life or the way in which these experiences are told 

and constructed, it was felt that IPA offered a more appropriate methodology than narrative 

analysis.  

3.4.4 Thematic analysis 

Some authors have questioned the extent to which IPA is different from thematic analysis 

(Willig 2008) and as such brief consideration of thematic analysis is necessary.  
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Giorgi (2010 raises a number of concerns in his critique of IPA, the first being that it has little 

grounding in continental philosophy. 
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Osborn 2008, Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez 2011). Larkin et al (2006, p103) warn that “IPA 

can be easy to do badly and difficult to do well”, a view supported by Hefferon and Gil-

Rodriguez (2011) who suggest that students often fail to move beyond description and 

provide insufficient data extracts to support their analysis. I agree that IPA is a lengthy and 

detailed process that required a significant amount of time and commitment from me as the 

researcher. There were many times when I felt overwhelmed by the amount of data generated 

and I was always anxious about whether my interpretations were at the sufficient depth 

required of a good IPA study. In addition, whilst IPA values the dynamic interpretative 

relationship between participant and researcher it was difficult at times to recognise my own 

biases and ensure that data analysis was grounded in the individual’s experiences and not 

representative of my own values, beliefs and pre-judgements. It was here that both 

supervision and reflexivity played an important role.   

 

Brock
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3.7.2 Researching my own practice 

One of the main ethical issues was that, due to the nature of researching an issue from my 

own practice, I was known to the students
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would want to hear or to only present positive experiences. In order to minimise this, I 

explained to participants the purpose of the study and that I was interested in all aspects of 

their experiences and encouraged them to give honest responses by asking them to talk as 

openly as they felt able to. I also reinforced that responses would be confidential and 

protected in the thesis through anonymity.  

3.7.3 Protection from harm 

Whilst no physical risks to participants were identified, Richards and Schwartz (2002, p3) 
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3.7.6 Data protection 

To comply with the Data Protection Act (Great Britain, Parliament 1998), all data collected 

was securely stored in a locked filing cabinet at my own home. When stored on a computer, 

the data were password protected. All names were removed from the data and pseudonyms 

used. Data will be kept for five years after completion of the study to assist with the ‘audit 

trail’ (Yardley 2008). 

3.8 Data collection 

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were the method of choice as it was felt that these would 
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study to answer the second research question and develop an understanding of how 

participants had gone on to make sense of their role-emerging placement in light of their 

practice as a qualified therapist. The second interview also provided the opportunity to 
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there was a danger that the data gathered may have been too superficial and that sufficient 

individual depth of experience and understanding of meaning would not emerge.                          

 

Other types of interview structure were also considered. In contrast to semi-structured 

interviews, a structured approach appeared too rigid for this study. Here
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Smith and Osborn (2008) suggest that due to interviews being participant focused the 

researcher has less control over the content and issues that emerge during the interview. I 

agree with this point, finding that at times participants were keen to recount stories which did 

not appear to have immediate relevance to the research questions. For example, during one 

follow-up interview the therapist spent a large amount of time talking about her dislike of her 

new role and it was difficult to get her to focus on her thoughts about her placement and how 

this had influenced her practice and development. The context in which the therapist now 

worked impacted on her ability to reflect back on her placement. This was something that 

made me anxious during the interview as I was concerned that I would not have sufficient 

rich data. However, on reflection, by remaining participant focused I realised that I had been 

able to elicit data that enabled me to understand how her work context influenced the way in 

which she was making sense of herself as a therapist.   

 

Taylor (2005) highlights the complex skills required for effective interviewing and the 

importance of researcher reflexivity. Whilst clinical, professional and research interviews are 

clearly different, it is argued that there are transferable skills between them (Taylor 2005). As 

an occupational therapist I have extensive experience in interviewing, whether for assessment 

purposes, treatment planning or carrying out job interviews and staff appraisals. In addition, I 

am experienced at carrying out in-depth interviews within the context of formal research 

presented at Masters level. These experiences enabled me to develop effective interpersonal 

skills that helped me to gain rapport with participants. However, I recognised through my 

pilot interviews that my research interview technique was not as effective as I would have 

liked, for example asking leading questions and not asking enough probing questions that 

allowed me to gain richer insights. My journal was useful for reflecting on these aspects of 

my technique and as I gained insight into the areas I needed to develop the quality of 

subsequent interviews improved.   

3.8.2 Interview schedules  

Whilst the aim of each interview was to focus on the student’s individual experience, and as 

such the interview was guided by them, it was suggested that interview schedules be 

developed to identify questions related to the study aims (Appendices 5 and 6) (Kvale and 

Brinkmann 2009, Smith et al 2009, Hefferon and Gil-Rodriguez 2011).  
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Schedules began with a broad question designed to encourage participants to talk generally 

about their experiences of role-emerging placements. Prompts and more specific questions 

were used as necessary to help participants focus on specific experiences in more detail, for 

example their first day, the worst day. It was important that the interview remained guided by 

the responses of the interviewee in order to elicit in-depth information regarding their specific 

experiences. As such, wording of questions changed depending on responses from 

participants and additional questions were asked that covered other issues raised by 

participants (Yates 2004, Smith and Eatough 2006). Such adaptability was considered an 

important part of ensuring that the interviews focused on what was important to the 

participant as well as covering main themes in the schedule. In this way the schedule acted as 

a guide for the interview rather than dictating the structure (Clough and Nutbrown 2002).   

3.8.3 Pilot interviews 

Pilot interviews took place after ethical approval had been granted, with two ex-students who 

had undertaken a role-emerging placement the previous year. Although I had carried out 

research interviews in the past, the pilot reminded me of the complexity of interviewing. I 

found that a combination of being anxious, trying to listen to the participants, remembering 

what they said in order to bring them back to points of interest and asking questions was an 

exhausting process. It was apparent that I could not underestimate the skill that would be 

required in order to capture the required data.  

 

This realisation prompted me to spend additional time familiarising myself with the schedule 

so that in the main interviews I was more confident with the questions I wanted to ask. I also 

recognised that I had missed opportunities for more specific follow-up questions that would 

have allowed a deeper exploration of experiences and, as such, the interview schedules were 

refined
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ventilation and refreshments. A digital 
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the study was made clear in the follow-up consent form (Appendix 4). All participants 

consented to take part in the second interview. These follow-up interviews took place either 

at the participants’ place of work or at the university. The location and time of the interview 

was decided by the participant depending on what was the most convenient. 

 

Prior to the follow-up interview, each participant was sent a copy of the transcription of their 

first interview. The purpose of doing this was not to check for accuracy but to remind them of 

what they had originally said about their placement experience in preparation for the follow-

up 
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3.10 Data analysis 

Data analysis followed the principles of IPA (Smith et al 2009). I undertook IPA training in 

2008. This was a 3 day course that enabled me to develop a deeper understanding of the 

philosophy underpinning the approach as well as practical skills in interviewing and data 

analysis. Smith and Osborn (2008, p66) highlight how the aim of data analysis is to “capture 

and do justice to the meanings of the respondents to learn about their mental and social 

wo
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actually said (Smith and Osborn 2008). Verbatim quotes were added to the spreadsheet to 

support the concepts.  

3. Concepts were considered for ways in which they linked together and again clustered to 

form themes. Theme titles were developed that reflected the shared meaning underpinning 

the concepts.  

4. At this point a table was developed of emergent themes and concepts for each participant 

(example provided in Appendix 8).  A summary was written of the student’s experience 

which I felt reflected their experiential and psychological ‘placement journey’ (example 

provided in Appendix 9). Van Manen (2007, p170) suggests that reworking in-depth 

interviews into “reconstructed life stories” can be a useful way of initially presenting 

phenomenological data before proceeding to examine and make sense of the themes. As I 

started the analysis process I became uncomfortable with participants becoming ‘dissected’ 

into small parts on an excel spreadsheet and wanted to find a way of ensuring that I did not 

lose sight of the uniqueness of each participant. The summaries were an effective way of 

helping me keep a sense of the whole person through the data analysis stage. Summaries were 

returned to participants with the aim of forming the basis for discussion for the second 

interview.    

 

These four stages were repeated for each participant. At each stage of data analysis, the 

emergent concepts and themes were discussed with my supervisory team and refined as 

necessary. This supervision continued throughout all stages of analysis and write-up.     

 

5. The next stage involved looking across cases to identify uniqueness, commonalities and 

divergences in themes. Where different concepts or themes were identified each transcript 

was revisited to check whether they were present but had not initially been identified. Smith 

et al (2009) highlight how, as data analysis moves from case to case the researcher’s ‘fore-
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reflected students’ shared experiences of placements. Master themes were then developed 

that captured the meaning ascribed to these clusters.  

7. Stages 1-6 were repeated for the five follow-up interviews. Where concepts and themes 

that emerged from the follow-up interviews reflected those previously highlighted in the 

initial interviews the data sets were merged. For example, where therapists repeated or 

reinforced what they had said in the initial interview this data was included in the themes, 

sub-themes and concepts already established. New concepts and sub-themes that emerged 

from the follow-up interviews created a new over-arching theme that related to the reality of 

practice. A table of master themes, sub-themes and concepts was developed (Appendix 10).  

8. The third phase of analysis consisted of aligning each participant’s initial interview and 

follow-up interview. Consideration was given to how the participants’ views and feelings 

about their placement and their professional identity had changed over the period of time 

between the two interviews as a result of the placement and subsequent experiences. This was 

reflected within the relevant concept.   

3.11 Evaluating quality in qualitative research 

Yardley (2008) outlines four main principles used to evaluate qualitative research; sensitivity 

to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, impact and importance.  

These are now considered in relation to this study.  

3.11.1 Sensitivity to context  

Sensitivity to context was demonstrated through the study’s relationship to existing literature. 

Chapter 1 provides a clear rationale for the study in the context of current occupational 

therapy education and practice. Research questions resulted from the review of literature on 

role-emerging placements and identification of a gap in knowledge. Findings of the study are 

discussed within the context of relevant literature.   

 

Sensitivity was given to the data collected and analysis process. Smith et al (2009) suggest 

that sensitivity to context is demonstrated through an awareness and demonstration of the 

skill required for effective interviewing. I believe that I showed an awareness of sensitivity to 

participants’ needs through the use of effective rapport, empathy and an awareness of the 

power dynamic between myself and the participants.  This awareness continued in the data 

analysis stages where I remained sensitive to participants’ experiences, ensuring that the 

interpretations I made were grounded in raw data.  
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3.11.2 Commitment and rigour 

3 .
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is interesting. This study has generated a deeper understanding of students’ experiences of 

such placements and contributed to the knowledge base within occupational therapy 

education and practice.  

 

Whilst IPA studies do not seek to be generalisable, sufficient details of the study have been 

provided for readers to assess whether the findings may be transferable to other settings. 

Biggerstaff and Thompson (2008, p212) suggest that findings are useful when validated by 

the “phenomenological nod”, whereby findings have resonance with readers who may 

recognise their own experiences in the account. In relation to this study, findings may have 

resonance with other students who have completed a role-emerging placement as well as 

providing insights for those considering such a placement. They may also have resonance 

with placement tutors and as such offer insights that support further consideration of the use 

of role-emerging placements within occupational therapy and health professions’ education.  

3.12 Reflexive account  

Despite previous research experience at Masters Level, it quickly became clear that 

‘methodology’ was much more complex than I had realised. Whilst confident that I knew 

how the study would be operationalised, the philosophical concepts of ontology, 

epistemology and theoretical frameworks were unfamiliar to me. These were the aspects I 

found most challenging and many a note was made in my reflexive journal of the struggles I 

faced:  

 I hate philosophy! I read the literature and think I understand it but come to write it 

down or transfer it to my own work and it all becomes a muddle again, when will it 

become clear????..  

 

At the start of the process, I naïvely saw research as either quantitative or qualitative and had 

no idea that there was a whole range of positions and methodologies associated with each 

paradigm.  Grappling with the philosophical assumptions underpinning these different 

stances became a full time ‘hobby’ for a while, firstly simply trying to comprehend the basic 

language used and make sense of dense, complex and opposing views. Whilst I believe this 

PhD is a measure of my progress from MSc level to a more sophisticated doctoral level 

understanding of epistemological and methodological understandings, I by no means believe 

that I have understood them in their entirety. This PhD is intended to be the start of my 
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research career and as such I look forward to developing my understandings further and 

applying new ideas and approaches in future.  

 

I think in part my struggles were exacerbated by the practical nature of my personality. I was 

completely out of my comfort zone, having to explore philosophy which until this point had 

been of little interest to me. I found it confusing and was unsure about the level of depth 

required. However, guidance from Finlay (2006a, p9) on “mapping methodology” provided 

me with a framework through which I could make sense of how philosophy fitted together 

with my research questions, aims and methods. I gained confidence that IPA was the right 

approach for answering the research questions and developed an interest in phenomenology 

and hermeneutics in order to understand the theoretical concepts underpinning my chosen 

approach.   

 

I spent a long time familiarising myself with IPA literature and became confident that I could 

carry out the study in practice. The practical step by step approach suited my organised, 

logical way of working but was not so structured that it restricted my own application in 

practice. It was exciting to use a methodology that was both new to me and not widely used 

in either occupational therapy or educational research.  This excitement was enhanced when 

my opinion piece about the use of IPA for occupational therapy research was published 

(Clarke 2009).    

 

I was pleased with the way that students were willing to engage in my research and the 

commitment they showed to the study. Once they agreed to take part they participated fully in 

both stages of the research. A particular strength of my approach was the rapport I felt I 

developed with them that enabled the interviews to be friendly and relaxed. However, whilst 

this had the advantage of enhancing the interview process, there were times when I 

questioned the extent to which some participants were editing what they said in order to come 

across as a ‘good’ student or occupational therapi �
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from staff at the university if I hadn’t have been part of the placement team- I 

suspect she would. 

 

I was aware at the time that I did not want to challenge this as I was concerned it would upset 

the positive dynamic. I also recall in the early interviews the difficulty I had asking more 

probing questions, an issue I felt may have been exacerbated by the fact I knew the students:     

 

I felt that I missed opportunities today to probe deeper into Jayne’s 

experiences and I wonder what it is that is holding me back? Is it because I 

don’t want to pry too much as they are students I know and will be seeing 

again? 

 

Despite extensive preparation, carrying out the study brought its anxieties. I certainly found 

that interviewing was not as easy as I had first thought it would be. There were occasions 
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those that related to researching my own practice, and how the quality of the study was 

enhanced. The reflexive account considered the influence that my own position, values and 

beliefs as an academic, occupational therapist and researcher had on the way in which the 

study was operationalised. The following chapter presents the findings of the study. 
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Chapter 4: Findings  

4.1 Overview 

This chapter presents the findings of the interviews carried out with students shortly after 

their role-emerging placements and later as qualified practitioners. Analysis of the two sets of 

interviews revealed that they were very closely linked in providing a richer understanding of 

the influence of role-emerging placements on students’ personal and professional 

development. To avoid repetition and discontinuity for the reader, a decision was therefore 

taken to combine the analysis of the two interviews. This enabled the students’ experiences to 

be presented in a way that more clearly reflected their developmental journey through 

placement into practice.   

 

Following an inductive process of data analysis, five master themes emerged. An overview of 

all the themes, sub-themes and concepts can be found in Appendix 10.    

 

The five master themes were:  

Theme 1: Not a run of the mill placement  

Theme 2: Thrown in  

Theme 3: 
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background to students’ choice of placement and an understanding of the meaning that their 

placements had for them. It provides some insights 
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Aware that they were nearing the end of their education they felt that it was important to 

check out whether they had assimilated previous learning and could put this into practice 

without an occupational therapist there to guide them. Having always had an occupational 

therapist working alongside them, or in close proximity, students experienced uncertainty as 

to whether they could work independently. However, despite this uncertainty findings 

indicated that they had a strong sense of self that gave them the courage to take on the 

challenge of the placement and to engage in more self-directed learning. There was a sense 

that the placement provided an opportunity to test out one way or another whether they could 

be successful. This was highlighted for example by Ella whose reference here to ‘sink or 

swim’ appears to reflect her anxiety about whether she was ready to work as an occupational 

therapist:  

   

the thing is, you don’t know until you are in it, when you are thrown into 

something you either sink or swim, you thrive or you don’t (Ella interview 1).  

 

They recognised that they would soon be qualified therapists and for their own self-

confidence wanted to know that they could work independently. Sophie, for example, needed 

to know that she could “meet those challenges and overcome them” (interview 1). Similarly, 

Jayne wanted to be able to consolidate her learning and feel confident in herself as an 

independent student. Here, she implied that she needed to find out for herself whether she 

could work independently, without having others to fall back on:  

 

I just wanted to give myself that little head start and work without an OT and 
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1.1.2    Standing apart from other students 

This concept reflects the way that the students appeared to perceive their placement as a 

unique experience that would make them stand out from other students. Participants stated 

that they had chosen their placement because it was “different” to those they would normally 

have undertaken and to ones that the majority of their peers had chosen. There was a sense of 

adventure and uniqueness evident in the participants’ placement choice as they were willing 

to venture into territory that only a select few had chosen. This included Poppy, who it could 

also be suggested saw her placement as an opportunity to stand out from the crowd:  

  

I quite like doing things that are different and I don’t always like to follow 

exactly what people normally, I like to try different things (Poppy interview 1).  

 

Being able to choose a role-emerging placement appeared to provide a boost to students’ 

egos. Here it is possible to see, for example, how their self-esteem increased as a result of 

being able to choose a placement that made them feel unique. Jane stated: 

 

it was something that not a lot of other students had done, either. I think that 

was a big part of it as well. I wasn’t just doing your - it wasn’t a case of “Yeah I 

did this placement, but so have all the other students”. I kind of felt a bit more, it 

sounds really big headed, I don’t know, speci - not special, but different because 

it wasn’t only, like, two other girls had done it, 
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This area of practice had struck a chord for Sally and appeared to be a turning point for her in 

her education
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closer to the time I started to think oh gosh I’m actually really anxious about this, 

what have I done?, was this a good idea? (Jayne interview 1). 

 

Whilst other students spoke of pre-placement “anxiety”, Ella recalled feeling “terrified” 

(interview 1) as she drove to the placement on her first day. Her use of such emotionally 

charged language highlights the intensity of her feelings and suggests she experienced a more 

extreme emotional reaction than the other students. This ‘fear’ appeared to result from a 

perception of the placement that she had developed for herself, linked to uncertainty about 

what was to come. The placement had suddenly become a reality for Ella, with a realisation 

that she would be working on her own with a client group that frightened her and that she did 

not know what expectations the team would have of her. This appeared to lead to a sense of 

pressure and indicated that she experienced a sense of professional isolation even before she 

started:  

 

I was terrified ‘cause I really was, I was frightened I thought “Oh my God, it’s 

forensic, I’m on my own, are they going to expect me to do it myself?” oh my 

god really frightened (Ella interview 1).
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a pre-
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you don’t necessarily have to explain what you’re doing so much or you kind of 
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network to draw upon, I didn’t have that and as a novice I felt that (Ella 

interview 1).  

 

Similarly, Poppy still felt she needed assessments and models of practice to guide her. She 

did not appear to have the confidence to know what to do without these familiar tools and 

structures and indicated that this left her feeling vulnerable and anxious. This was evident in a 

reference she made to the way in which such tools provided a “safety net” (interview 1), a 

metaphor also used by Ella when reflecting on previous support provided by occupational 

therapy teams.  As a safety net is used to catch you when you fall, it is possible that they both 

felt that if they got something wrong there would be nothing there to support them and their 

placement would be at risk.  

 

In contrast to other students, Sally did not experience any feelings of professional isolation, 

something that she attributed to the support she received from her team. This was linked to 

theme 3 where all students highlighted the importance of team support and the sense of 

belonging that developed which helped them adapt to their placement. It would appear that, 

for Sally, this sense of belonging existed from the start and prevented the feelings of 

professional isolation experienced by the others:  

 

I never felt that actually.  They were always so responsive to… to what I talked 

about and to what, you know, to my explanations of OT.  I never felt isolated, 

ever, I always felt very welcomed, very supported, um… and you know, I saw 

people getting enthusiastic about what I was doing which is, you know, always 
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‘occupational therapist’. 
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In this, Poppy appeared to have become aware of a shift in power dynamics between herself 

and her educator. She had moved from a more passive role on previous placements (being 
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4.4   Master theme 3: Finding a way forward  

Students utilised various internal and external resources and coping strategies to help them 

adapt to the placement and overcome the challenges faced.  These were ultimately important 

in helping them move forward with their placements, despite the anxieties they felt, and 

contributed to the success of their placements. This theme is formed of the two sub-themes 

shown in Table 4. 

  

Theme 3: Finding a way forward   

Sub-themes Concepts 

3.1 Drawing on inner resources 3.1.1 A certain type of student  

3.1.2 Making sense of the experience  
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I knew right from the beginning that I wouldn’t have gone and done a half 

hearted job, that’s just me and yeah I did I worked really hard, did extra extra 

stuff away from placement and erm yeah occasionally worked through lunch as 

well and erm I did you know invest quite a lot, it wasn’t just investing a lot of 

you know myself as a student, there was a lot of myself as well I really poured 

into it (Sophie interview 1). 

 

Students’ views that particular attributes were important for such a placement were also 

reportedly held by their educators. Jayne, for example stated that her educators had said that 

“if they didn’t have somebody who was so self sufficient then it would have been really 

difficult” (interview 1). This was a view also asserted by Poppy who agreed with her 

educators that a strong sense of self and tenacity were necessary characteristics for her 

placement:   

 

[The educator] said herself that they need to be someone who is a very strong 

person that knew who they are, I think if you were perhaps less confident or less 

erm or maybe got low self esteem I could really find it, that initial sort of matter 

that I had in that first week I could maybe picture that as lasting longer and she 

confirmed that, she said you know you’ve got to be quite tenacious (Poppy 

interview 1). 

 

It is interesting to compare the above quotes with those provided by Poppy and Jayne in 

theme 2 where they did not display feelings of self-confidence and were more anxious about 

their ability to cope. The extracts above were taken from towards the end of their first 

interviews where they had reflected on their placement and were expressing more positive 

feelings about their overall experiences. It would appear that in hindsight they had come to 

recognise the skills and attributes they had 
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Sally and Poppy highlighted the usefulness of reflection when faced with the emotional 

demands of the work (for example, listening to clients’ harrowing stories or dealing with an 

incident). In the absence of on-site occupational therapy supervisors, they felt they had taken 

more personal responsibility for finding ways to deal with their emotions. Poppy, for 

example, took responsibility for organising a de-briefing session following an incident to help 

her make sense of the incident and normalise her feelings. This was something she felt she 

“wouldn’t have done if I had another OT there” (interview 1).  Sally also highlighted how 

through reflection she been able to re-frame negative thought processes:   

She [OT supervisor] said you know “It’s good that you’re so reflective about it” 

and not only with her but with other team members as well erm and talked 

through you know their experiences, their similar experiences and how they 

kind of got through it and good ways of thinking about the situation and framing 

it in a different way (Sally interview 1). 

Sub-theme 3.2: Being part of the team 
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I just managed to fit in quite well there as well and got on with all of the staff so 

I suppose it was a combination, if they’d liked OT but not liked me probably 

wouldn’t have got it but if they’d liked me but not OT I probably wouldn’t have 

got it so it was quite nice to know that something worked and that they offered 

me a job (Poppy interview 1). 

 

Poppy stated that knowing she was to return to the team stopped her feeling sad at the end of 

the placement.  However, feelings of sadness and loss were evident for all the other students. 

This was clearly articulated by Sophie who described how her feelings of belonging had been 

so strong they had resulted in her becoming totally immersed in the placement, forgetting that 

she was a student and that it had to end:  

 

I felt really sad I was so much part of the team and there were times when I 

would forget that I was going (Sophie interview 1). 

This linked to concept 4.3.2 (leaving a legacy) where the team also experienced a sense of 

loss at the student’s departure.  

3.2.2 Having the support 

All students highlighted the importance of supervision from both their on-site and off-site 

educators. It was seen as an opportunity to validate what they were doing, seek reassurance 

and feedback and reflect on their practice. Students also valued the support they received 

from their teams and other role-emerging students.  

 

Whilst students recognised that they used their occupational therapy educator as a practical 

resource (for example, to provide assessment tools or ideas for interventions), supervision 

was seen as most important for providing space to talk about their feelings. This appeared 

particularly helpful in the early stages of the placement when they were trying to adjust to 

their setting and deal with their initial anxieties. Jayne, for example, was explicit about the 

importance of supervision for helping her deal with early insecurities:  

 

(OT supervisor) was really, helped me with that a huge amount, I can’t, it was 

just so valuable that supervision that I had with him every week erm I came 

away think, I went into supervision thinking “Oh he’s going to think this is 

rubbish, I’m not really doing OT” or “My ideas are rubbish” and I came out 
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thinking “Oh actually I’m doing all right” ‘cause he reassured me (Jayne 

interview 1). 

 

Here it was clear to see the role Jayne’s professional educator played in providing 

reassurance, validating her ideas and increasing her self-confidence.  This was similar for 

Ella who also saw supervision as an opportunity to “sound stuff out with an OT, to say “This 

is what I’m doing, this is what I’m planning to do. What do you think?” (interview 1). 

Likewise, for Poppy supervision helped her feel more settled through providing a sense of 

security in her actions. Once she received clinical direction, positive feedback and 

reassurance about her marketing idea, she felt a sense of purpose which provided her with the 

confidence to carry out her role: 

 

she had  a couple of cases which she thought would be useful if I worked on and 

then I said about my idea about doing a leaflet which she thought was a good 

idea so I then sort of then felt like I had purpose (Poppy interview 1). 
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I think erm the clients that I met were so inspiring and just erm the resilience 

that they had and the hope that they had in the face of all of this stuff that was 

going on that really kind of I don’t know really touched me and I thought if I 

can, if I can help you in any way through what I you know my knowledge or my 

training then you know I would love to (Sally interview 1).  

 

Jayne highlighted how two specific activities (an art group and team presentation) had been 

the turning point for her in terms of her feelings about herself and the placement. Whilst the 

art group had been therapeutic for the clients there was a sense that the group had also acted 

as therapeutic medium for Jayne. Through running this successful group she recognised that 

she did have the skills needed to complete the placement and gained a sense of achievement 

at being able to do what an occupational therapist would do:  

 

that was sort of sort of perhaps the turning point where I sort of thought “Well 

actually you know I set this up, I planned it and organised it and I set this up and 

am providing this for them” so I felt really proud of that and sort of thought 

“Well actually you know I can do these things” (Jayne interview 1). 

  

This was similar for Ella and Poppy who, despite their initial lack of confidence, found that 

working with clients helped them recognise what they knew. For Poppy, one particularly 

significant event had been a home visit. As was the case for Jayne, this appeared to serve a 

dual purpose, providing an occupational assessment for the client but also an opportunity for 

Poppy to recognise her own abilities and achievements and increased her self confidence and 
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been able to implement the occupational therapy role. Sophie highlighted the psychological 

rewards that such a successful encounter offered: 
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you’re kind of almost take on that identity whereas in this role I was myself and 

you know I could just kind of develop my own as well as promoting the 

profession promoting myself a little bit and my identity and what I could do and 

what I like doing as opposed to trying to stick to that supervisor usually does 

and what they want you to do (Sally interview 1).  

 

This was similar for Poppy who recognised that the freedom she had from an on-site therapist 

meant she developed her own understanding and vision of occupational therapy. Coming to 

see the value of the profession through her own eyes and not through those of her educator 

gave her a deeper sense of belief in the profession and self-confidence. Here, it could be 

suggested that Poppy was no longer just a reflection of her educator but was becoming her 

own person:   

 

I wasn’t just mirroring what had already done by other OTs and seeing that that 

was successful, it was me doing it and coming up with the ideas and you know 

seeing that there was a place for it so it really confirmed what I had started to 

think in the mental health setting about how good I thought OT was and then it 

confirmed that I thought, that I realized that I could do it I guess as an 

Occupational Therapist (Poppy interview 1).  

 

This was similar for Sophie who, rather than being viewed as the ‘student’ that was attached 

or belonged to an educator, felt respected as an equal team member. Her use of the phrase 

“under this educator” indicated a sense of subordination felt on previous placements. 
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autonomy, which left her feeling restricted and frustrated. This passivity was also indicated 

by Poppy who highlighted how, on previous placements, it had been “easy to follow what 

they’re already doing” (interview 1). 
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I felt that I’d built up enough confidence in my knowledge to to kind of do the 

work myself without having to always and I think it’s not always good for me 

personally to have a supervisor there and say oh you know should I do this and 

waiting for their confirmation rather than just having the belief in myself that its 

okay (Sally interview 1). 

 

Ella referred to her autonomy as “a gift” (interview 1), a metaphor that suggested she had 

been awarded the opportunity, trust and respect that allowed her to develop as an independent 

practitioner. This was similar to other students who attributed their increased confidence to 

their autonomy which had forced them “to be more proactive” (Jayne interview 1) and “step 

up my game” (Sophie interview 1). Reflecting on her role-emerging placement in her follow-

up interview, Poppy suggested that students “can probably only really get that [autonomy] in 

the emerging role placement” (interview 2) and that this led to a deeper, more meaningful 

level of learning:   

 

I 
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4.1.2   Growing up  

This concept relates to students’ feelings of personal and professional growth and the belief 

that they 
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I think the level of autonomy that I had there will definitely help me going into a 

job and having that kind of this is it this is your job, obviously you’ll have 

induction and training but that first time when you’re left alone I think this will 

have really trained me well, set me up well for that …having that you know 

freedom and that autonomy I think that’s really you know better than any other 

placement would have done (Sally interview 1).  

 

With no existing service or therapist to rely on, students had to direct their own learning and 

take responsibility for their own practice. This responsibility brought home the importance of 

being clear about what occupational therapy was. They all highlighted the significance of 

having to work this out for themselves, something that appeared to be intellectually 

stimulating and bring about psychological rewards:   

 

I think learning on your own gives you a boost of confidence because it kind of 

pushes you and forces you to make sure you really actually understand what, 

you know, really basic things like what is OT and how does it apply to this 

client group?.  And being able to do that yourself I think is a really good 

learning curve (Poppy interview 2). 

 

Sally suggested that because she was on her own she “made more of an effort” to seek out 

and “absorb” (interview 2) information on this placement as she knew people would be 

asking her about her role. This ‘absorption’ perhaps reflected the depth of learning that Sally 

felt had taken place on her placement, a depth also reflected in the other student interviews. 

Like Poppy, Ella spoke about how she now ‘knew’ and ‘understood’ what she was doing. 

Through being empowered to take responsibility for her own learning, she had constructed 

her own knowledge and enhanced her professional confidence and self–belief:   

 

now that I know more of what I am doing and do understand what I am doing a 

hell of a lot more, I felt more empowered to take risks with people to just go for 

it ‘cause a lot of my journey through my training has been er confidence 

building and checking it out with people, is this okay, am I doing the right thing 

and all  this sort of stuff, now I’m more, even though I check it out I know, I 

intuit that it’s right, I’ve done my assessments, I understand, I’ve weighed it up 

and I still check it out with someone before I go launching in but I know that it’s 
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I can look back at that placement and honestly say I am so proud of myself for 

everything that I did and some of the situations I found myself in (Sally 

interview 1). 

 

All students were keen to promote role-emerging placements to others due to their belief 

that it had made a difference to their personal and professional development and provided 

them with confidence for future practice. Poppy suggested that role-emerging placements 

should be compulsory for all students. She believed “an emerging role placement could be 

the thing that makes them.  That could be the thing that pushes them to really understand it 

themselves” (interview 2), a statement that perhaps illustrates the way she felt the 

placement facilitated a deeper level of learning. Similarly, Ella’s use of the phrase 

“springboard” reflects the way in which the students perceived their placement to have been 

a catalyst for their development:  

  

I would fully advocate people doing emerging role ‘cause it was brilliant, it’s a 

really good springboard for your confidence coming out of training to do that 

and to be autonomous (Ella interview 1).  

Sub-theme 4.2: Re-appraisal of the profession  

This sub-theme reflects the way in which students developed a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of occupational therapy which led them to re-appraise their view of the 

profession and their place within it. Through their engagement with clients, students also 

developed an enhanced awareness of the importance of client-centred practice. As students 

developed their professional values and beliefs their professional identity was strengthened 

and as such this sub-theme linked with that of 4.1. 

4.2.1 Having that belief in the profession  

The students all spoke of an enhanced belief in occupational therapy as a direct result of their 

placement. Through seeing their occupationally focused interventions work with clients and 

the positive impact this had on the clients and team, they saw the value and role of 

occupational therapy for themselves. The resultant belief in the profession was evident in 

phrases such as “I absolutely love OT” (Sally interview 1), “I loved it” (Ella interview 1) and 
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“I know now how incredibly important occupation is in peoples lives” (Sophie interview 1). 

Such extracts illustrate the authenticity and strength of feeling experienced by the students:    

 

everyone always says your passion just comes across and it really does, and you 

know, I can’t fake ... I can’t fake that (Sally interview 2).   

 

Sally contrasted this belief with more negative feelings experienced on previous placements. 

She spoke, for example, of how a year ago she would have said “I don’t really like OT, I 

don’t really know what it does, what’s the benefit of OT?” (interview 1), a feeling that 

contrasted directly with her new “love” of the profession (interview 1). This passion for the 

profession continued when she was working as a therapist and appeared to intensify: “I’m 

really, really, I’m really passionate about the profession” (interview 2).   

 

These doubts about the profession had also been experienced by Poppy. On previous 

placements she had struggled to see the value or uniqueness of occupational therapy as a 

profession.  The following extract shows 
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Students reflected on how their stronger sense of belief and identity had manifested itself 

practically. Many of them for example, compared their early struggle to explain what 

occupational therapy was with their new found confidence and ability to promote the 

profession. Ella’s confidence was evident in the way she wanted to make sure everyone heard 

about the value of the profession by “shouting from the rooftops” (interview 1).  Students’ 

belief in the profession also led to a shift in their professional identity where they no longer 

struggled to articulate their role and often referred to themselves as “occupational therapist”: 
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it was difficult for me to kind of find my niche within that, find my identity within 

that erm and that’s what I kind of struggled with throughout the course (Sally 

interview 1). 

4.2.2 Seeing clients in a different light  

The stories students recounted about work they had done with clients revealed how their role-

emerging placements had helped them develop a greater awareness of client-centred practice. 

Students came to value the uniqueness of each client and highlighted the importance of 

collaboration and listening to the individual’s story and needs. On reflection they questioned 

how client-centred previous placements had been. A number of students also acknowledged a 

shift in their own prejudices.  

 

Through critical reflection, students recognised how on past placements clients had often 

been fitted into existing departmental procedures, models of practice or groups. Poppy, for 

example highlighted how in other settings there had been “some kind of process and you fit it 

around the individual rather than having an individual and then fitting the process around 

them” (interview 1). This made them question the level of client-centredness. However, in the 

role-emerging placement they were free from these constraints which allowed them to work 

in a more client-centred way: 

 

you know in that you know we we use the MOHO [Model of Human 

Occupation], we use these assessments, these are the groups that are set up, 

these are the groups that you’ve been put in to and I realised in this placement 

just how unique everyone is and how dependent, context dependent it is as to 

which assessment to use and which intervention you use with them and which 

groups you set up and I love that variety and I think I’ve really responded well 

to that as well (Sally interview 1). 

 

In stories students told, key principles underpinning client-centred practice were evident. 

They recognised the uniqueness of each client and the importance of listening to what was 

important to each individual. Poppy, for example, recognised how “it is so much down to the 

individual” (interview 1) and, like Sally, appreciated the uniqueness of each intervention. 

They were also aware of the need to adapt their approach and form collaborative relationships 

with clients. Sophie, for example, appeared to develop a greater awareness of the ‘use of self’ 
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clients I think for the rest of my life, I think they just made such an impact on me” (interview 

1). Such extracts illustrate how students’ experiences with clients had become a meaningful, 

integral part of their being.  

4.3.2 Leaving a legacy  

By the end of the placement students all felt they had made a positive difference to the teams 

in which they worked and there was a sense that they had left behind both a personal and 

professional legacy. It appeared that the students’ participation in the placement setting 

shaped not only their own experience for example, enhancing their self-confidence, belief in 

the profession and sense of achievement, but also shaped the placement community itself. 

Here, teams came to recognise the value of the profession, wanting to alter their practices to 

incorporate an occupational perspective. 

 

Students noted that team members, like clients, valued the alternative occupational 

perspective and philosophy they took to their placement. Sally highlighted how her team 

reflected on their practice in light of the perspective she offered and came to recognise the 

relevance and value of occupational therapy in enabling a more empowering, holistic view of 

clients. This receptiveness to her approach was an important motivator for Sally:   

 

they were just so receptive to it that I just, I think that kind of pushed me along 

really and after the first session, after the first client session and I kind of fed 

back to them what I was doing they were just, they were just like “this is great, 

this is just what we need”… … they were saying “it’s so relevant to this field 

because we can only do, we can only talk so much about what’s gone on in the 

past and we can only do so much for them but through, you know OT is actively 

seeking to empower them to do something with their future and to make 

something of themselves other than just an asylum seeker (Sally interview 1). 

 

Similar accounts, which appear to demonstrate the mutual learning that had taken place, were 

provided by other students. Jayne, for example, felt a sense of accomplishment when her 

team acknowledged that they had “got a different way of looking at things now” (interview 

1). Both Jayne and Sophie expressed a sense that their work had been validated through 

changes seen in team members: 
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 Poppy was offered a job as an occupational therapist towards the middle of her role-

emerging placement in the charity in which she had been based. This was a post that 

had been created just for her and was the first occupational therapy post in the 

organisation.  In comparison to the other four students, who all started work in a new 

setting, Poppy’s transition from student to practitioner appeared to be a much 

smoother and more positive experience. She was pleased to be working with the team 

again and had settled into her new role quickly and with apparent ease.  

 Ella and Jayne were working in traditional NHS jobs and were having a difficult time 

at work due to problems with the teams that they were working in and the nature of 

the work they were doing. Ella had gained employment (prior to her role-emerging 

placement) in an acute physical hospital and Jayne was based in a mental health unit. 

She was the first new graduate (band 5 Occupational Therapist) to be employed in the 

team and the rest were experienced therapists who had been working in the team for a 

long time. However, they were undergoing a period of re-deployment and Jayne 

experienced feelings of resentment from these staff at her arrival. Both Ella and Jayne 

were generally unhappy with their jobs and appeared to be struggling to cope with the 

day to day pressure of working as qualified therapists. Whilst they remained positive 

about having done their role-emerging placement, they found it difficult to reflect on 

the ways in which the placement had prepared them for, or 
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Analysis of follow-up interviews revealed two main sub-themes (Table 6). The first sub-

theme reflects ways in which the therapists drew on their placement experience to help them 

gain employment and carry out the practical aspects of their role. The second sub-theme 

concerns 
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as an independent therapist in the community. Ella suggested that without having done her 

role-emerging placement, she may not have had the courage to undertake this challenge. This 

was similar to Sophie who believed that she would not have had the confidence to stay in her 

emerging role and would “have really, really struggled had I not have had that experience 

that I’d had in that emerging role placement” (interview 2). Ella indicated that had she not 

tested herself in the placement she would probably still be constraining herself to working 

within what she perceived to be less challenging settings:  

 

that’s come from having the courage to do something a bit different earlier on 

’cause 
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I kind of look back and think “Yeah, I achieved that”, and “I did that myself, so if 

I can do that, I can do this”.  And then six months into this job, if I can do six 

months in an assertive outreach team, in… in (name of place), then I can do… you 

know, what… what more can I can do? um… so it’s… it’s kind of constantly 

reflecting back on how far I’ve come and how much I’ve done and kind of um… 

giving myself a little bit of a pat on the back for… for doing it (Sally interview 2).  

 

Therapists all cited professional skills and knowledge that they felt were valuable to them in 

practice and which they attributed to their placement experience. Examples included Poppy’s 

increased awareness of risk management, Ella’s ability to advocate for her clients, Sophie’s 

time-management and report-writing skills and Jayne’s confidence in her decision-making. 

The relationship between the role-emerging placement and the development of their skills 

was made explicit by Sally who suggested that “initiative, problem solving, good 

communication skills, developing relationships, trusting relationships with your clients” were 

“a lot better than perhaps if I’d have done just a traditional” (interview 2). Sally’s reference 

to the nature of her therapeutic relationships was also highlighted by all the other participants 

who indicated that they now tried to work in a more client-centred and occupationally 

focused way. Ella’s holistic philosophy was evident for example when she spoke of the 

importance of 



 178 

came out quite easily and naturally, um… because that… I was doing in the 

role-emerging placement (Jayne interview 2).   

 

Whilst Jayne recognised that this was one area in which she had transferred her confidence 

from placement into practice, in contrast to the other participants she generally experienced a 

diminished sense of confidence and self-belief. This was in the context of Jayne joining the 

team at a time when team dynamics were difficult due to long-standing staff being transferred 

into different settings. Jayne described how staff were reluctant to accept these changes and 

she felt some resentment towards her new position. This left her feeling that she was “going 

into a bit of a war, a minefield” (interview 2), a metaphor which perhaps reflected her 

feelings of anxiety and vulnerability as a result of the battle she was fighting at the time. 

Jayne spoke a number of times about mistakes that she had made when she started and the 

negative feedback she had from staff which slowly 
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bit of… oh ‘you did that really well today’ and ‘you’re coming along nicely’ 

and I wasn’t getting that (Jayne interview 2).  
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they made mistakes or asked for help. As students, they accepted that if they needed help 

they “could ask for it” (Ella interview 2)
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I came in with a much clearer idea of my role, um… I think the placement 

definitely helped me to clarify that, because I had to clarify it you know (Sophie 

interview 2
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Like Sally, Ella spoke about her “love” for the private occupational therapy work that she 

did. In contrast to her role in the NHS where she felt restricted and disempowered, Ella’s 

confidence, self-belief and identity were sustained in her private work where she felt free to 

do what she believed in. This contrast was evident in the following extracts where it was 

possible to compare the way in which her sense of self was influenced by the different 

environments in which she was practising. Similar to the role-emerging placement, it was the 

autonomy and respect that she experienced in private practice that appeared to enhance Ella’s 

sense of self-efficacy:   

 

[re: Private work] I am doing what I’m trained to do, really you know 

concentrated and I love it and I’ve got freedom and autonomy, I have autonomy 

and I’m trusted to do what I trained to do and I’m good at it (Ella interview 2).    

 

[re: NHS job] It feels like I have gone backwards doing what I’m doing at the 

moment ‘cause it feels like I’ve got my hands tied erm so it’s quite frustrating 

(Ella interview 2). 

   

Ella spoke of how her private work kept her “sane” (interview 2) at a time when her NHS job 

was “doing [her] head in” (interview 2). Here it was clear to see the way in which Ella’s own 

occupational engagement impacted on her feelings of well-being in the different 

environments and highlighted the importance of meaningful and satisfying employment. The 

challenge to Ella’s identity brought about by her NHS role is discussed in the following 

concept.  

 

The way in which Sophie had been able to sustain her professional identity was evident in the 

way she spoke about her practice. As the first occupational therapist for twenty years in her 

place of employment, she had to spend lots 
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um… that’s been interesting to… to… to make that very clear that my role is 

um… is to be, you know, engaging patients with… with therapeutic purposeful 

activity, not… not just 
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highly in the role-emerging placement no longer appeared to exist and she would simply “get 

on with the job and it’s done” (
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Although Ella questioned her professional identity, it could be argued that rather than being 

eroded, Ella’s identity had simply been threatened and that it was in fact still implicit 

throughout her interview. For instance, the fact that Ella spoke about not being able to do 

what she trained to do and her resistance at becoming somebody she did not want to be 

indicated that her frustration resulted not from a lack of identity but from not being able to be 

true to this identity and implement what she believed in. It is possible that, like Jayne, Ella 

had given herself a ‘false sense of hope’ that her work would be as exciting, challenging and 

empowering as her placement which made her transition into practice more difficult.   

 

Of all the therapists, Jayne appeared to be the one that had the greatest struggle making the 

transition from student to occupational therapist. At the end of her placement she had been 

confident that she had done really well and spoke explicitly about how she felt that she had 

moved away from an identity as a student to one of an occupational therapist. However, since 

starting work her confidence had taken a considerable knock and she felt that it was “all 

going wrong” (2 interview 2). Jayne regressed to feeling like a student once again:  

 

I’m finding it really hard because in my mind I still feel quite young and I still 

feel quite student, because I’ve obviously never had this level of responsibility 

before, been a professional before, and in my mind I’m still battling with that.  I 

still feel like ... at student level, but I know I’m not (Jayne interview 2). 

 

Here it was clear to see the cognitive challenge or ‘battle’ that Jayne was experiencing 

between knowing that she was a qualified therapist, and as such having to accept the level of 

responsibility she was exposed to, but at the same time feeling vulnerable and inexperienced 

which took her back to her feelings as a student. Her reference to feeling “quite young” 

(interview 2) was in contrast to the “grown up” (interview 1) she had felt at the end of her 

placement and again reflected her sense of regression. Jayne’s insecurity appeared to result 

from her perception of the teams’ expectations of her. Concerned that she was not meeting 

these expectations, the self-
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then thinking well should I… should I actually be able to do this then as a Band 

5?  If they’re expecting me to do these things should I be able to do them? 

(Jayne interview 2).  

 

Despite the difficult start for Jayne, towards the end of her interview she spoke of how, 

having been in post for six months, something had now “kind of clicked in [her] head” 

(interview 2) and she felt more secure in herself and in what she was doing. She had asked 

her manager for more feedback (and this was now forthcoming) and the staff appeared to 

have accepted the team changes which now 
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reflected the resistance that she, Ella and Jayne had to this stagnation and the agency they 

exercised in choosing to practise in a different way. For Sally, occupational therapy had 

become much more than just a job and the thought of not being able to do what she believed 

in clearly scared her:   

 

not just, you know, thinking of it as a safe profession, that you can get your 

pension, and you can get a mortgage and, you know, it’s always going to be 

there and that, you know, petrifies me to think I’m just going to be a generic OT 

for the rest of my life.  I think no way, don’t want that (Sally interview 2).  

 

Sally and Ella who were both frustrated with the lack of occupational focus in their practice 

appeared to view their jobs as a temporary transition on route to more meaningful roles. Ella 

stated that the way she coped with her NHS job was the fact she knew it was “not forever” 

(interview 2). Similarly Sally and Jayne spoke about how their jobs were a means of gaining 

the experience required to branch out into new areas of practice. They were both starting to 

think about potential emerging roles (not just for themselves but also for the profession) and 

the excitement that Jayne had experienced prior to her placement appeared to return once 

again:  

 

When I’m ready to move on from the rotation I would perhaps look at more 

alternative jobs and not just your mainstream ortho, you know, mental health, 
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I’m constantly thinking of where I can take it and what I can do with it and the 

opportunities that I could, you know, go with it um… so yeah, that’s definitely, 

definitely still there (Sally interview 2).  

 

Sally reflected on how her placement had “created this ball of passion within me” (interview 

2), a metaphor that reflected her inner drive and desire to develop a meaningful occupational 

therapy role.  Similarly, despite her negative experiences, Ella’s use of the metaphor, “pilot 

light”, presented an image of a flame still burning, waiting to ignite when the situation is 

right:  

 

I can only say I know where I want to go, I know why I why I trained, I haven’t 

lost sight of that, the pilot light is still on with where I wanna go (Ella interview 

2). 
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from the shadows’ whilst others I feel I never truly managed to move away from what I 

consider to be more descriptive. However, I do feel that following the IPA approach helped 
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understandings of practice. This is, however, in contrast to data that has emerged from this 

study where students appeared to be more insightful about their own personal and 

professional journey of development and discovery. I remember being excited about this 

aspect of the data but aware that I needed to continue to ensure that I was representing their 

experiences (grounded in their data) and not simply trying to find data to support my views 

about this important aspect of education. I am mindful of the way in which my background as 

an occupational therapist is likely to have influenced the attention I have given to students’ 

identity development and to aspects of the data such as client-centred practice, the use of 

meaningful occupation and professional philosophy. As an academic who adopts a more 

humanist approach to education, it is evident on reflection that I have been drawn to data that 

reflects the growth and development of the student.    

 

I re-visited transcripts on numerous occasions to ensure that my analysis did indeed reflect 

their experiences and that my own beliefs and assumptions did not mean I was blind to 

alternative views.  This was perhaps demonstrated through original drafts where excessive 
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positions, this sense of identity continued but for others working in traditional settings there 

was disappointment and frustration at the lack of opportunities available to them to enact 

practice in a way that reflected the vision of occupational therapy and sense of self as 

therapists they had developed on placement. The following chapter presents a detailed 

discussion of the findings and considers their relationship to existing literature.      
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experiences that affected their way of being. Whilst students recognised that their placement 

had facilitated skill and knowledge acquisition it was their understanding of themselves as 

occupational therapists and the profession that appeared to be the most significant placement 

outcome. It is therefore suggested that role-emerging placements provide an important space 

in occupational therapy curricula for increasing students’ awareness of their becoming as an 

occupational therapist. Such pedagogic spaces are necessary to balance out the current 

epistemological focus on knowledge and skill acquisition that is becoming increasingly 

evident in higher education programmes (Barnett 2007, Dall’Alba 2009a, Dall’Alba 2009b, 

Dall’Alba and Sandberg 2010).  

 

For all participants, there was a journey of development and discovery that led to this 

enhanced sense of self as an occupational therapist. As with any journey there were stages 

through which participants travelled. Firstly there were choices to be made as to which 

placement path they would follow with an initial excitement about their choice of destination. 

This was followed, for most of the students, by a period of anxiety and doubt as the 

placement drew closer and they began to question whether they had made the right choice. 

This anxiety continued throughout the early days of the placement as they found themselves 

in uncharted territory with no familiar structures or signposts and no clear path to take. 

However, once they became familiar with the setting, found a way in which they could 

engage in a meaningful way with clients and had been accepted by the team they found a 

sense of purpose and direction and became more comfortable with the journey they were 

making.   

 

Through being exposed to a new and challenging learning environment, participants seemed 

to experience a powerful upward trajectory in terms of the development of their authentic 

professional way of being. They saw changes in themselves, both personally and 

professionally and they reflected on exciting possibilities for the future. The benefits that they 

gained from their placement experience stood them in good stead for their new journey as 

qualified occupational therapists but for some this journey was a turbulent one, principally 

-
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exercised self-direction in their own learning which reflected the characteristics of the “field-

independent learners” described by Knowles et al (2005, p211), choosing novel and 

independent learning environments in which they could solve their own problems and direct 

their own learning.  

 

Students’ personal agency in being able to choose a learning experience that was meaningful 

to them and their future practice appeared to enhance their motivation to take on the 

challenges that the placement presented. They had a specific interest in the chosen client 

group and in promoting the profession, interests that appeared to increase their level of 

commitment and give them a greater sense of ownership over the placement and their 

learning. This was highlighted by students as particularly important in helping them manage 

their anxieties in the early stages of the placement. This is consistent with the view of Totten 

and Pratt (2001) who suggest that personal commitment is higher when students choose their 

own placements. These findings also support Billett’s (2006) notion that the greater the 

harmony between an individual’s interest and opportunities available in a workplace the 

higher the degree of engagement and quality of learning experience. This has impl 0 0 1 and qualitm Tc[(ir)]for
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therapy bubble” described by Fieldhouse and Fedden (2009, p306), whereby existing 

departmental philosophy, assessments, interventions and team support would have provided 

the students with a sense of purpose, direction and support. The absence of such a service 

created feelings of anxiety and vulnerability and highlighted the extent to which valuable 

support, structure and feedback had been provided by previous communities of practice 

(Lave and Wenger 2003) and perhaps been taken for granted by the students. It was not until 

they experienced the lack of familiar structure that they realised how important this had been 

to them in the past and the sense of security and identity that this provided. This would 

appear to reflect Heidegger’s (1973/1927, p69) notion that tasks and routine practices are 

often carried out in a mode of “average everydayness” and it is not until these practices are 

absent or altered that one becomes aware of their significance. For Heidegger, developing 

critical awareness is important in challenging taken for granted practices and assumptions and 

in opening up other possible ways of being (Dall’Alba 2009b). Role-emerging placements 

appeared to provide students with just such opportunities. 

      

Students’ anxiety was exacerbated by their need to sing from the same hymn sheet and match 

their expectations with those of their teams. This is consistent with findings of existing 

studies that identify this as one of the main causes of student stress on role-emerging 

placements and from which useful recommendations have been made for placement tutors, 

students and educators (Fisher and Savin-Baden 2002b, James and Prigg 2004, Mulholland 

and Derdall 2005, Thew et al 2008, Edwards and Thew 2011, Thomas and Rodger 2011).  

 

A particular concern raised in this study was the pressure that some students felt to work on 

cases they perceived to be above their competency level. Whilst reference has been made in 

the literature to the possible risks of role-emerging placements, the potential vulnerability of 

students and clients as a result of this particular pressure is not something that appears to have 

been addressed. The morale dilemmas that students faced and the responsibility they felt ‘on 

their shoulders’ to be seen as competent students, and to not let themselves or others down, 

would suggest that taking on tasks outside their competency level would seem to be an 

inherent risk of such placements in the absence of on-site occupational therapists who, as 

suggested by Hook and Kenney (2007), often shelter students from conflict and risk on 

traditional placements.  
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Here, there appeared to be an interplay between students’ modes of being (Barnett 2007); 

namely their personal being where they felt a moral obligation as a human being to help the 

client or member of staff and their pedagogical (student) being where they were aware they 

were not yet qualified and lacked confidence and expertise but still wanted to make a good 

impression, demonstrate their competencies and pass the placement. The risk of students 

taking on tasks above their competency level appears to be increased by their need to be seen 

in a positive light and a fear of failure if their weaknesses are acknowledged.  

 

The façade of competence that the students in this study presented could be likened to the 

“pro
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forward into a new authentic way 





 208 

 

Using Lave and Wenger’s (2003) theory of situated participation, it could be suggested that 

students came to negotiate and understand themselves as professionals through their 

participation in the placement communities. This was evident in the awareness of self as 

occupational therapist that unfolded as a result of planning and carrying out what were seen 

as more authentic occupational therapy interventions. Students seemed to move away from 

the peripheral participation described by Wenger (2006) to more central participation as they 

took responsibility for developing the occupational therapy role. In doing so they earned 

professional acceptance from members of the team, working alongside them to contribute to 

the organisations’ goals, and gained a sense of empowerment and competency as they made 

an authentic contribution to the team. This contribution impacted not only on the student but 

also on the community itself as team members came to reflect on and change their own 

practices and ways of being as a result of the students’ presence. This supports the notion that 

transformation can occur for both the learner and practice community (Lave and Wenger 

2003, Wenger 2006). It could be suggested that this is a key difference to traditional 

placements where students, whilst often being considered part of the team, may remain on 

the periphery of the teams’ activities, carrying out designated tasks that contribute to those 

activities rather than being a central player in service development.  

 

In contrast to literature that suggests occupational therapy students need to work alongside 

other therapists to develop a sense of identity (Tompson and Ryan 1996a, Fisher and Savin-

Baden 2002b, Wood 2005, Robertson and Griffiths 2009), findings indicate that students do 

not have to rely on occupational therapy communities of practice to develop this sense of self 

as therapist. Indeed they suggest that it may be students’ interactions with those outside of 

the profession, and the opportunities that this presents to reflect on their professional ways of 

being,





 



 



 212 

difference to those in the placement setting (Rydeen 1995, Bilics et al 2002, Banks and Head 

2004, Mullholland and Derdall 2005, Chandler 2010).  

 

This lends support to occupational science which advocates that through ‘doing’ (active 

involvement in meaningful activity) individuals can develop a more authentic sense of 

‘being’ as they work towards ‘becoming’ what they want to become (Wilcock 1999, 2006). 

For students in this study, this ‘being’ manifested itself as an inner confidence, enjoyment, 

commitment, understanding and identity. There was a sense of their ‘becoming’ as they 

strove towards meeting their potential, expressing their hopes, expectations and possibilities 

for their futures.  They were clear about the type of therapist they wanted to become and the 

way in which they wanted to enact practice, a vision that was clearly congruent with core 

occupational therapy philosophy and values of practice.  

 

The requirement for, and the practice that students had, articulating the role of an 

occupational therapist to others appeared to be crucial in their re-conceptualisation of the 

profession and the confidence and identity they developed. As the first occupational therapy 

students in the setting they had to continually reflect on and educate others about the 

contribution they were making and the added value that an occupational perspective brought 

to the clients and team. They were no longer constrained by existing occupational therapy 

practices and free to return to their core philosophy to guide them in their thinking and 

practices. Having to initially and continually verbalise what occupational therapy is and what 

it can offer appeared to take students’ understandings to a higher level. This resulted in a 

clarity of understanding about the uniqueness of occupational therapy and their subsequent 

belief in, and passion for, the profession. It would therefore appear that the students were able 

to develop an internal schema of their role and identity that Creek (2003) suggests is 

necessary for therapists to ensure that practice is congruent with core philosophy.  

 

This is an important finding as it has long been recognised that occupational therapists 

struggle to articulate their role and find a clear professional identity (Kielhofener 2006, Creek 

2009, Turner 2011). This has particularly been the case in traditional settings where therapists 

have been dominated by the medical model, resulting in a conflict between the profession’s 

original occupational paradigm and the more mechanistic paradigm that has developed as a 

result of the pressure to align the profession with medicine and that influences much of 

practice today (Kielhofner 2006, Creek 2009, Turner 2011). It would appear that role-





 214 

It has been suggested that role-emerging placements should not necessarily focus on student-

client encounters but may be more concerned with carrying out projects related to role 

development or promotion of the profession (Thew et al 2011). The findings of this study, 

however, indicate that client encounters play an important role in the development of 

students’ professional ways of being and, as such, consideration needs to be given to the type 

and focus of such placements to ensure that students continue to gain hands-on experience.  

 

Contact with clients appears particularly important in increasing students’ understanding of 

them as people with their own needs, helping to move away from a biomedical model (often 

encountered in traditional placements) towards a more humanistic approach. The way in 

which students came to see clients in a different light, resulting in a shift in students’ 

presumptions and prejudices, was a finding similar to existing studies (Fleming et al 1996, 

Heuber and Tryssenaar 1996, Bossers et al 1997, Totten and Pratt 2001, Banks and Head 

2004, Fieldhouse and Fedden 2009, Fitzsimmons and Allcoat 2010, Chandler 2010). Such 

changes appear to be a result of students’ recognition and internalisation of the core values of 

the profession. The change in students’ way of being was particularly evident as they learnt 

how to be with clients, “listening to what’s on their heart” (Sophie Interview 1), considering 

their lifeworld rather than focusing on diagnosis or fitting them into existing assessments, 

models or interventions. This challenged and broadened their view of occupational therapy 

practice and opened up new insights into other possible ways of being and carrying out 

practice.  Such  findings demonstrate the potential for such placements to bring about 

transformative learning, changing the ‘iew’ and ‘habits of mind’  that Mezirow et al 

(2009) suggest influence the way that experiences are interpreted and practice enacted.   

 

Whilst it is likely that the students would have had opportunities on past placements to 

develop client-centred practice, the findings of this study suggests that, paradoxically, this 

was more successfully facilitated on role-emerging placements due to the lack of 

occupational therapy procedures, structures and on-site educator. This meant that the students 
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student’s professional socialisation and identity. Tompson and Ryan (1996b, p69) suggest 

that professional socialisation occurs through role-modelling on traditional placements and 

that students absorb professional values and beliefs through a process of “osmosis”. 

However, it would appear that students in this study struggled to ‘absorb’ a meaningful 

professional identity in this way. Using the metaphor of an iceberg, findings suggest that on 

traditional placements students and educators are perhaps too focused on the part of practice 

that can be seen, namely the ‘doing’ of the occupational therapy process: learning and 

developing clinical knowledge and practical skills needed to carry out their role and a focus 

on meeting the external demands of being a student (namely competencies, course demands, 

departmental discourses). Whilst this is of course a vital component of education for any 

student preparing to be a professional, this may be at the expense of gaining a deep 

understanding of the part of the iceberg below the surface, namely the way that they 

understand occupational practice and themselves as occupational therapists. This can be 

likened to what Barnett (1996, p76) calls the “internal world” of the student (their personal 
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It would appear that educators therefore need to provide creative opportunities that let 

students learn in order to promote this self awareness rather than adopting “decanter” 

(Dall’Alba and Barnacle 2007, p688) models of education which simply reinforce the notion 

of knowledge transfer from expert to novice. Whilst knowledge acquisition remains 
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The emphasis often found in traditional placements on the development and assessment of 

skills and competencies is likely to encourage educators to adopt more behaviourist or 

cognitivist approaches that emphasise the transmission of knowledge from educator to 

student and role modelling. The findings of this study however support the view that 

professional practice is more than the application of techniques, skills and knowledge and 

that a reliance on role modelling decreases the agency of the student to develop their own 

ways of understanding and being (Barnett 2007, Dall’Alba and Barnacle 2007, Dall’Alba 

2009a, Dall’Alba 2009b, Dall’Alba and Sandberg 2010). There is a danger that such 

approaches lead students into a position of ‘role-taking’ (Blair 1998), passively falling into 

existing practices and taking on the role of their educator without consideration or 

understanding of the role for themselves. This is in stark contrast to the students’ experiences 

in this study where they clearly engaged in a process of ‘role-making’ (Blair 1998), 

negotiating their own role and taking a stand on what they were leaning and who they were 

becoming. This was clearly significant in the development of their strong and authentic 

professional identity and suggests that concerns raised in the role-emerging literature that 

identity development is difficult on such placements in the absence of a role model (Tompson 

and Ryan 1996a, Fisher and Savin-Baden 2002) are tenuous, if not unfounded. 

 

Jarvis’s (2010) and Mezirow et al’s (2009) adult learning theories, underpinned by the 

notions of disjuncture and critical reflection, would appear particularly relevant to this study. 

The students, when faced with unknown situations in which they were unsure of what to do 

or how to cope, began questioning self and practice and found new ways of understanding, 
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was evident as was their intrinsic motivation to learn. The autonomy awarded to them by the 

placement structure allowed the students to discover for themselves what they needed to 

know and to direct their learning experiences towards meeting their individual needs. The 

importance of this personal agency supports Knowles et al’s (2005) humanistic learning 

theory which advocates learner-centred approaches to adult education. Similar to the 

lifeworld perspectives, humanistic theories of learning emphasise the process of learning 

rather than the end product, providing a more holistic picture of students’ development. It 

would appear that this was particularly significant for the participants in this study and would 

suggest that students on all types of placement need to be encouraged to take more 

responsibility for their own learning and development, leading to professional understandings 
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this on the clients, therapists in this study wanted to be able to continue to enact practice in 

this way. They went about trying to introduce a more occupational focus in their setting, 

introducing occupational therapy models of practice, meaningful client-centred activities and 

educating team members about the links between occupational engagement, health and well-

being. It would appear advantageous for the profession that, at a time when there is pressure 

on therapists to adopt more generic aspects to their practice, graduates enter employment 

with a stronger allegiance to the core values of the profession and with an increased 

confidence to re-focus practice in an occupational way.  

 

Whilst the graduates were open to, and had developed new ways of understanding and being 

on placement, sustaining changes so that they became “integrated into customary ways of 

being” (Dall’Alba 2009a, p41) was a challenge. In traditional settings they were once again 

expected to fall in with established practices rather than having the freedom to enact practice 

in the way in which they now understood it. Findings revealed that graduates working 

independently or in less traditional roles, where they had the same autonomy that they had 

experienced on their placement, were more satisfied and experienced a stronger sense of self 

as therapist than those that had gone into traditional settings where roles were already 

established and where they felt constrained and frustrated. This was consistent with the 

findings of Shea et al (2011) who found that graduates’ experiences of transition were 

influenced by the organisational context. They found it harder to adjust if their expectations 

and philosophy of practice did not match those of the setting and graduates were more 

satisfied in roles that allowed them to work in ways consistent with their professional identity 

(Shea et al 2011). Also consistent with Shea et al (2011) is the finding that new graduates had 

the confidence to work in emerging settings or private practice and felt more able to maintain 

their professional identity in this context. This is in contrast to the findings of Toal Sullivan 

(2006) who identified that new graduates working in traditional hospital settings with 

established occupational therapy services had a stronger professional identity than those in 

less traditional settings.  What is ironic here is that the role-emerging settings in this study 

appeared to offer students and graduates the opportunity to work in ways that could be 

considered more congruent with core occupational therapy philosophy and values than 

settings in which practice had already been established.  

 

It is possible that the understanding of occupational therapy practice that graduates developed 

on placement led to an idealistic vision of the profession and increased their frustration in the 
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traditional settings where this vision was incongruent with the practices that they now 

encountered. On role-emerging placements they experienced an opportunity to carry out 

occupational therapy in a way that they felt was consistent with the profession’s philosophy 

and this was the lens through which they now interpreted their work experiences. It could be 

argued that images they had constructed on placement and now held of themselves and the 

profession became distorted by the realities of the working practices they encountered.  

 

It may be that graduates’ identities of self as occupational therapist and their “ontogenies” 

(Billett 2001, p213), or personal histories (that now consisted of values, beliefs and ways of 

knowing and being created on the placement), together with the lack of opportunities for 

occupationally focused practice afforded by the workplace, led to feelings of disengagement, 

disempowerment, and concern that they could not be the therapists they wanted to be. 

Graduates’ frustration appeared to be exacerbated by the placement giving them insight into 

their potential, a potential that they felt was then restricted in practice by either the team they 

were working in or the nature of occupational therapy practice. Here, it may be possible to 

suggest that the participants’ struggle was between the professional way of being that they 

had developed as an occupational therapist and the demands placed on them to fall in with 

traditional practices that no longer matched their perception of self or the profession. Blair 

(1998) suggests that the need to negotiate roles within the new realities of practice can lead to 

role strain or conflict, a position that was clearly evident for these participants. Dall’Alba 

(2009a) suggests that ‘being’ is an issue for humans. They have a concern for who they are 

and who they are becoming which would again appear relevant to the graduates in this study. 

 

Ontological issues have implications for practice if graduates become frustrated and 

disempowered when employed in settings that restrict their opportunity to enact practice in a 

way that is congruent with the sense of professional self they develop on placement. This 

highlights a potential issue for the retention of newly qualified staff in traditional settings 

where graduates may become disillusioned with current practice and seek employment in 

alternative environments. Whilst this may be of benefit to the development of the profession 

elsewhere, it may lead to a shortage of therapists working in mainstream services. It is, 

however, possible that, as highlighted by this study, graduates who have done a role-

emerging placement, and developed a stronger allegiance to the profession’s philosophy, may 

become agents for change through their increased confidence and determination to re-

centralise occupation within traditional practices. 
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that are awarded status over others and the focus on epistemology at the expense of ontology 

in professional curricula.       

    

As discussed in the methodology chapter, careful consideration was given as to why IPA was 

the most appropriate choice for this study. This is not to say that other approaches do not 

have their place, just that they would not have enabled me to explore the research questions 

as they stood. With their focus on understanding participants’ experiences the research 

questions defined the methodological approach that was required, clearly leading me to 

explore phenomenology and subsequently IPA. The questions did not demand an exploration 

of other aspects of role-emerging placements which although of interest would have 

nevertheless been a different study, for example the influence of the placement culture on 

identity development, comparisons of role-emerging students’ experiences with those doing 

traditional final placements, perceptions of educators or service users. Had the research 

questions been framed in a different way, other methodologies could have been utilised thus 

enabling role-emerging placements and students’ experiences to be investigated from 

different perspectives, for example ethnographic, narrative, discursive, grounded theory 

approaches. As noted in the methods section these would have yielded potentially different 

(and equally interesting and illuminating) insights and types of knowledge. This thesis is 

therefore one type of knowledge that I believe can contribute to the various knowledges that 

seek to enhance our understanding of particular phenomenon.   

 

Underpinned by phenomenology and hermeneutics, Smith (2011) highlights the way in which 

IPA studies frequently have an existential focus and that data analysis often leads to 

exploration of issues of identity. This was certainly the case for my study where I was struck 

in the analysis stages by the importance of the students’ ontological development and the 

relationship of this to their professional identity. This was not something that I had 

consciously been looking for but became more and more apparent as the analysis stages 

progressed and for me went on to become the most significant part of the findings and the 

predominant focus of this discussion chapter. I believe that it was the nature of the IPA 

process and its requirement to explore experiences in detail, delving below superficial 

accounts to gain deeper and richer insights, which allowed both the participants and me to 

reflect on aspects of their personal and professional identities that would not necessarily have 

been revealed using other approaches. As well as providing valuable insights for me as a 

researcher, the students themselves spoke of the benefits they had gained from the interviews 
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in allowing them to reflect on their own development; for them it had been an important 

opportunity to recognise how far they had come and to consider where they wanted to go in 

their future career. This would appear to me to be a significant benefit of using IPA for 

educational research where issues of professional identity are clearly of importance in 

preparing students for practice as health professionals.   

  

It was this ontological dimension that drew me to authors such as Barnett (2007, 2009) and 

Dall’Alba (2004, 2009a, 2009b) whose ideas had resonance with my findings and led me to 

structure the discussion chapter in the way that I have. Although I believe that the chapter is 

grounded in the students’ experiences, I am mindful that I had final control over the analysis 

and write-up; deciding which data was presented, which parts of their experience to focus on 

at the expense of others and which literature I drew on to make sense of their experiences. It 

is of course possible that other perspectives and theories could have been used to explore and 

discuss the findings, for example a more sociological perspective drawing on role or social 

identity theories. Further analysis of the data is of course possible in this respect but for me 

this chapter reflects what appeared to be most significant for the participants, capturing some 

of the complexity and ambiguity of becoming a professional. I believe the thesis offers a 

useful and insightful way of thinking about student and graduate experiences and 

development that have not been discussed in occupational therapy literature to date.  

5.8 Chapter summary  

This chapter conceptualised the journey that participants took through their placements into 

practice as a significant ontological one, highlighting the way in which they ventured forth 

into the placement with excitement and apprehension, experienced ontological discomfort 

when faced with the unfamiliar setting, moved from a position of trepidation to one of 

transformation as they overcame placement challenges, experienced a sense of becoming as 

occupational therapists as new insights emerged of self and practice and managed their 

professional way of being when faced with the realities of practice. It would appear that it 

was the autonomy of the placement, and the demand that this placed on the students to 

explain what occupational therapy is, that led them to think more reflectively and form 

deeper understandings of the profession and self as therapist. Drawing on Heidegger’s notion 

of authenticity, participants came to embody their own values, beliefs and understandings of 

practice which led to the development of their own professional way of being, an ontological 

dimension of students’ development given little consideration in existing occupational 
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therapy literature. In particular, findings had resonance with the writings of Gloria Dall’Alba 

and Ronald Barnett and would support the use of a lifeworld perspective in adult learning, a 

perspective that would encourage academic programmes to address the current imbalance in 

academic curricula towards epistemology and integrate more of the ontological dimension 

that is clearly important in the development of health professionals.  

 

The discussion also considered current occupational therapy practice in light of participants’ 

difficulties sustaining the identity they had developed on the role-emerging placement. It was 

suggested that where graduates leave university having experienced a role-emerging 

placement they may be more confident in articulating the role and value of occupational 

therapy and become agents of change in providing services more congruent with the 

profession’s core philosophy, both within traditional and emerging practice settings.  

 

The findings are important for students, academics, placement tutors and practitioners as they 

have implications for both practice and education. These are now discussed in the final 

chapter, along with a consideration of the contribution that this study has made to knowledge, 

limitations of the study, strategy for dissemination and recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  

The first aim of this study was to develop an understanding of how occupational therapy 

students experience and ascribe meaning to role
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routines and the ways of thinking of others. In contrast, the autonomy demanded of them in 

role-emerging placements meant that they had to work out for themselves what occupational 

therapy could be in the setting, what it meant to them and how it should be carried out. This 

required a depth of reflection that challenged their own and existing practices and helped 

them to construct their own professional identity rather than passively accepting the ways of 

being and practices of others. The knowledge and skills they had learnt on campus, previous 

placements and the role-emerging placement came to be better understood and integrated into 

a professional way of being that helped prepare them for practice, although for some the 

ability to sustain this was hampered by the context of their new working environment. This 

finding adds depth of understanding to existing role-emerging literature which tends to focus 

on knowledge and skill development and provides little in the way of discussion regarding 

important ontological aspects of a student’s development.  

 

This study not only provides useful insights about students’ development on role-emerging 

placements, but also reveals aspects of practice education on traditional placements that 

appears to need consideration. Whilst it has long been accepted that working alongside a 

professional role model on traditional placements enables students to develop a professional 

identity, these findings suggest that this cannot be taken for granted, and that more needs to 

be done to ensure that this identity is one of students’ own making and one congruent with 

occupational therapy philosophy. Whilst traditional placements clearly offer an important 

opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge needed to carry out practice, students need to 

be encouraged to work more autonomously in order to help them reflect on their own 

becoming as a therapist. It is clear from students’ experiences in this study that this 

ontological dimension of their development had not been a central focus on previous 

placements and as such may be a potential weakness of traditional placements.      

 

This appears to be the first study to explore the experiences of graduates that have completed 

role-emerging placements. A significant finding was the difficulty that graduates experienced 

working in NHS settings where the nature of occupational therapy practice and the teams in 

which they worked restricted their ability to work in a way that was congruent with the 

professional way of being that they had developed. Findings therefore suggest that whilst 

role-emerging placements may ease the transition of those graduates who go on to work in 

non-traditional settings, or in other settings where they have the autonomy to develop and 
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enact practice in a way that is meaningful to them, such placements may make transition 

more difficult for graduates working in more traditional settings.  

 

Recent destination data from the university in which this study took place reveals that 

traditional settings are where graduates are likely to be 
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spent on educator training courses reinforcing the importance of self-directed learning, 

critical reflection and ontological development.   

 

4. Campus based modules need to provide sufficient opportunity for students to reflect on 

their becoming as oc
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7. Whilst findings support existing recommendations that pre-placement sessions for students 

are important (Mulholland and Derdall 2005, Jung et al 2005, Overton 2009, Thomas and 

Rodger 2011), they indicate that these need to be combined with longer periods of induction 

in order to fully address the levels of anxiety, uncertainty, expectations and professional 

isolation experienced by those in this study. Whilst a short placement visit may offer some 

insight into the placement setting, an extended induction period, for example the one day a 

week for five weeks option suggested by Thew et al (2008), may be more effective in 

allowing students to familiarise themselves with the setting, reflect on the aims of the service 

and consider their role and possible interventions before starting the placement full-time.  In 

addition, as part of this induction period, it is recommended that students meet regularly on 

campus to discuss their thoughts and experiences with peers and tutors. Action learning sets 

(ALS) are recommended to encourage students’ critical reflection, self-awareness and 

understandings of practice as well as providing a forum to discuss practical concerns. 

Meeting together in small groups, ALS would allow students the opportunity to discuss and 

explore individual issues that arise from the placement induction days, find their own 

solutions and develop action plans for how to move forward with the placement. It is 

suggested that this longer induction period and time for critical reflection, along with half 

way visits from tutors and placement blogs would provide strategies to support students 

towards successful placement outcomes. However, caution needs to be given to the extent of 

pre-placement preparation as findings indicate that much of the students’ development 

occurred as a result of their experiential learning in terms of the situations and challenges that 

they had to work through. High levels of preparation may inhibit this development. 

Therefore, whilst pre-placement preparation is clearly an important part of role-emerging 

placements, a balance needs to be struck so that students do not become too sheltered from 

the practical, emotional and cognitive experiences that it is suggested cause significant 

learning and development to take place. 

 

8. Pre-placement sessions with placement tutors are required for all educators to ensure that 

they are clear about the expectations of students and learning outcomes. This is particularly 

important in terms of managing the risks highlighted by this study, in particular that o



 238 

each other and the student at the start of the placement to clarify roles and expectations. Off-

site educators should also become as familiar as possible with the setting in order to give 

them some insight into the environment in which the student will be working and possible 

challenges that the student will be facing.  

 

9. Feelings of isolation and anxiety may be reduced by students undertaking role-emerging 

placements in pairs. This recommendation is supported by literature that advocates peer-

learning and support on placement (Martin and Edwards 1998, Martin et al 2004, Soloman 

and Jung 2006, Mackenzie et al 2007, Thomas and Rodger 2011). However, further study 

nee
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Whilst the interviews produced rich data, these were retrospective accounts and as such were 

reliant on participants’ memories of their experiences. As students had all passed their 

placements this may have coloured the way that they interpreted and presented their 

experiences in a positive light. Richer insights into their experiences may have been elicited 

if intermittent interviews had been carried out throughout the placement. This would have 

allowed further exploration as they made their journey through the placement rather than 

waiting until the end. This may also have illuminated the more negative experiences that 

students reflected back on. To avoid any intrusion into their placements, this could 

alternatively have been done by asking the students to keep weekly reflective diaries that 

could then have been subject to analysis in addition to the final interviews.   

 

As highlighted in the methodology chapter, the data gathered in follow-up interviews was not 

as extensive as that gained in initial interviews. This was a limitation that led to the second 

research question not being explored as fully as I would have liked. There were a variety of 

reasons for this, including the timing and setting of the follow-up interviews and the 

difficulty therapists had reflecting back on placement experiences. These are factors that 

would need to be addressed in future studies. Nevertheless, I believe important insights were 

gained from the data which provide a good basis for further exploration.      

6.4 
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 No studies have evaluated or compared models of role-emerging placements. Studies 

could therefore consider the benefits and limitations of models such as peer learning 

and interdisciplinary role-emerging placements.  

 There is a current gap in literature that explores the experiences of the occupational 

therapy and on-site educator. Research also needs to determine the impact of the 

student on the organisation to highlight the potential benefits of such placements or 

concerns that could be addressed by placement tutors. Studies should also explore 

client and service outcomes as a result of student intervention.  

 Deeper exploration of the development of professional identity on both traditional and 

role-emerging placements would highlight specific factors that facilitate and inhibit 

such development. In particular, studies that explore the nature of the supervisory 

relationship would shed light on the extent to which the educator influences or 

restricts the development of a student’s identity. Grounded theory would provide 

further insights into the way in which professional identity is constructed by 

occupational therapy students. Studies exploring the use of PBL on placements are 

required.  

 This is the first study to explore graduates’ reflections on their placement once 

working as qualified therapists. Further longitudinal studies are needed to establish 

whether emergent themes are representative of other graduates’ experiences. Such 

studies could also explore the career pathways of graduates following role-emerging 

placements, providing an indication of the long term impact of such placements on 

employment and whether graduates go on to work in less traditional settings. 

 Further research is needed to compare graduates’ experiences of transition to practice 

having completed role-emerging and traditional placements.   

 Research with employers would provide insights into the ways in which role-

emerging placements are perceived by those recruiting occupational therapists. This 

would highlight the potential benefits or limitations of such placements from an 

employer’s perspective and the impact of role-emerging placements on the 

employability of graduates.  

6.6 Concluding thoughts.  

Similar to the students in this study, I have been on a journey. My research journey has been 

challenging, stimulating, frustrating, frightening and empowering. The mixture of emotions 

that I have experienced was not always expected but in 
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I came to learn not only about the research process but 



 244 

References 
Adams K, Hean S, Sturgis P, Macleod Clark 



 245 

Barnett R (1996) Being and becoming: a student trajectory. International Journal of Lifelong 

Education, 15(2), 72-84.  

 

Barnett R (2007) A will to learn. Maidenhead: Open University Press, McGraw Hill.  

 

Barnett R (2009) Knowing and becoming in higher education curriculum. Studies in Higher 

Education, 34(4), 429-440. 

 

Barnitt R, Salmond R (2000) Fitness for purpose of occupational therapy graduates: two 

different perspectives. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 63(9), 443-448. 

 

Barr H (2005) Interprofessional education today, yesterday and tomorrow. The Higher 

Education Academy. Available from http://www.health.heacademy.ac.uk. Accessed 

27.06.11.  

 

Baum CM (2000) Reinventing Ourselves for the New Millennium. OT Practice, 3, 12-15. 

 

Baxter Magolda (2008) Three elements of self-authorship. Journal of College Student 

Development, 49, 269-284.  

 

Beltran RO, Newton Scanlan J, Hancock N, Luckett T (2007) The effect of first year mental 

health fieldwork on attitudes of occupational therapy students towards people with mental 

illness. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 54, 42-48. 

 

Benzies KM, Allen MN (2001) Symbolic interactionism as a theoretical perspective for 

multiple method research. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 33(4), 541-547.  

 

Berger PL, Luckman T (1967) The 

http://www.health.heacademy.ac.uk/
http://www.infed.org/archives/e-texts/billett_worksplace_learning


 246 

Billett S (2010) The practices of learning through occupations. In: S Billett, ed. Learning 

through practice: models, traditions, orientations and approaches. London: Springer. 59-81. 

   

Billett S, Somerville M (2004) Transformations at work: identity and learning. Studies in 

Continuing Education, 26(2), 309-326. 

 

Blair SEE (1998) Role. In: Jones D, Blair SEE, Hartney T, Jones RK, eds. Sociology and 

occupational therapy: an integrated approach. Edinburgh: Churchill Livingstone. 41-53.   

 

Blair SEE, Robertson LJ (2005) Hard complexities - soft complexities: an exploration of 

philosophical positions related to evidence in occupational therapy. British Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 68(6), 269-276. 

 

Bluff R (2005) Grounded theory: the methodology. In: I Holloway, ed. Qualitative research 

in health care. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 147-167.  

 

Blumer H (1969) Symbolic interactionism: perspective and method. Englewood Cliffs NJ: 

Prentice-Hall.  

 

Bonello M (2001) Fieldwork within the context of higher education: a literature review. 

British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 64(2), 93-98. 

 

Bossers A, Cook J, Polatajko H, Laine C (1997) Understanding the role-emerging fieldwork 

placement. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 64(1), 70-81. 

 

Boud D, Cohen R, Walker D (2008) Using experience for learning. Berkshire: Open 

University press. 

 

B

http://www.caipe.org.uk/


 247 

Cameron J, Morley M (2007) NHS jobs: challenges for government, practice and education. 

British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 70(9), 371. 

 

Carr M, Claxton G (2002) Tracking the development of learning dispositions. Assessment in 

Education, 9:1, 9-37. 

 

Casares GS (2003) Impact of the changing health care environment on fieldwork education. 

Journal of Allied Health, 32(4), 246-251. 

 

Chandler C (2010) Promoting OT in a role emerging setting. OT News, 18(2), 31. 

 

Chartered Society of Physiotherapy (2005) Learning in the practice environment in 

qualifying programmes of physiotherapy: guidance on it’s organisation, delivery and 

recognition. London: CSP. 

 

Chickering AW, Reisser L (1993) Education and identity. 2nd ed. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 

 

Christie BA, Corcoran Joyce P, Moeller PL (1985a) Fieldwork experienceh



 248 

Clouder L (2003) Becoming professional: exploring the complexities of professional 

socialization in health and social care. Learning in Health and Social Care, 2(4), 213-222. 

 

Clough P, Nutbrown C (2002) A student's guide to methodology. London: SAGE Publications 

Ltd. 

 

Cohn ES, Crist P (1995) Back to the future: new approaches to fieldwork education. The 

American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 49(2), 103-106. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2001) Research and development strategic vision and 

action plan. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2003) Research ethics guidelines. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2005) Curriculum framework. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2006) Developing the occupational therapy profession: 

providing new work-based learning opportunities for students. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2007) Building the evidence for occupational therapy: 

priorities for research. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2008) Standards for education: pre-registration 

education standards. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2009) Curriculum guidance for pre-registration 

education. London: COT. 

 

College of Occupational Therapists (2010) Code of ethics and professional conduct for 

occupational therapists. London: COT. 

 

Conroy SA (2003) A pathway for interpretative phenomenology. International Journal of 

-

p



 249 

Creek J (2002) A Mental Health Promotion Role for Occupational Therapy. British Journal 

of Occupational Therapy, 65(4),157. 

 

Creek J (2003) Defining occupational therapy as a complex intervention. London: College of 

Occupational Therapists. 

 

Creek J (2009) Something lost and something gained. Mental health occupational therapy, 

14(2), 45-51. 

 

Cronin-Davis J, Butler A, Mayers C (2009) Occupational therapy and interpretative 

phenomenological analysis: comparable research companions?. British Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 72(8), 332-228. 

 

Cross V, Moore A, Morris J, Hilton R, Bristow H (2006) The practice-based educator: a 

reflective tool for CPD and accreditation. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons.  

 

Crotty M (2005) The foundations of social research. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 

Crowe MJ, Mackenzie L (2002) The influence of fieldwork on the preferred future practice 

areas of final year occupational therapy students. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 

49, 25-36. 

 

Dahlin Ivanhoff S (2006) Understanding the multiple realities of everyday life. Basic 

assumptions in focus-group methodology. Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 

13, 125-132. 

http://ijahsp.nova.edu/


 250 

 

Davis J (2008) Occupational therapy students' metaphors for helping. American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 62, 242-250. 

 

Davys D, Pope K (2006) Problem-based learning within occupational therapy education: a 





http://www.lindafinlay.co.uk/phenomenology.htm
http://www.lindafinlay.co.uk/phenomenology.htm.%20%20Accessed%2013/06/07


 253 

Friedland J, Polatajko H, Gage M (2001) Expanding the boundaries of occupational therapy 

practice through student fieldwork experiences: description of a provincially-funded 

community development project. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 68(5), 301-

309. 

 

Froats B, Bossers A, Bolack L (1994) Student placements in administration. Canadian 

Journal of Occupational Therapy, 61(1), 35-39. 

 

Gadamer H (1985/ 1965) Truth and method. London: Sheed and Ward Stagbooks.     

 

Galvaan R (2006) Role emerging settings, service learning and social change. In: T Lorenzo, 

M Duncan M, H Buchanen, A Alsop, eds. Practice and service learning in occupational 

therapy: enhancing potential in context. Chichester: Whurr. 103-117.  

 

Garrity L (2010) The positives of long-arm supervision. OT News, 9, 25. 

 

Gibbons C, Dempster M, M



 254 





 256 

Jarvis P (2010) Adult education and lifelong learning, theory and practice. 4th ed.  Oxon: 

Routledge. 

 

Jepson J, Wells C, Biswas P (2007) The development of a distance supervision protocol for 

allied health profession students on practice placements in non-traditional areas. Higher 

Education Academy Mini Project Report. Available at: 

http://www.health.heacademy.ac.uk/projects/miniprojects/jepson.pdf.                                                                                         

Accessed: 30.03.10. 

 

Jones C (2002) Qualitative interviewing. In: G Allan, C Skinner, eds. Handbook for research 

students in the social sciences. London: RoutledgeFalmer Press. 203-214. 

  

Jung B, Soloman P, Cole B (2005) Developing emerging roles in clinical education. In:  P 

Soloman, S Baptiste, eds. Innovations in rehabilitation sciences education: preparing leaders 

for the future. New York: Springer. 41-58.  

 

Kearsley C (2010) From placement to practice. OT News, 7, 30. 

 

Kielhofner G (2006) Conceptual foundations of occupational therapy. 3
rd

 ed. Philadelphia: 

F.A. Davis.  

 

Kimber C (1998) Role emerging placement at the friendly neighbour council. Update, 3(7), 

6. 

 

King N, Finlay L, Ashworth P, Smith JA, Langdridge D, Butt T (2008) "Can't really trust 

that, so what can I trust?": a polyvocal, qualitative analysis of the psychology of mistrust. 

Qualitative Research in Psychology, 5, 80-102. 

 

Kinsella EA, Whiteford GE (2009) Knowledge generation and utilisation in occupational 

therapy: Towards epistemic reflexivity. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 56, 249-

258.  

 

Kirke P, Layton N, Sim J (2007) Informing fieldwork design: key elements to quality in 

fieldwork education for undergraduate occupational therapy students. Australian 

Occupational Therapy Journal, 54, 13-22. 

 

Knowles MS, Holton EF, Swanson RA (2005) The adult learner. 6
th

 ed. London: Elsevier.   

 

Koch T (1999) An interpretive research process: revisiting phenomenological and 

hermeneutical approaches. Nurse Researcher, 6(3), 20-34. 

 

Kohler Riessman C (1993) Narrative analysis. California: SAGE Publications Ltd  

 

Kolb DA (1984) Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and 

development. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. 

 

Kopp Miller B, Ishler KJ (2001) The rural elderly assessment project: a model for 

interdisciplinary team training. Occupational Therapy in Health Care, 15, 13-34. 

 

http://www.health.hea-academy.ac.uk/projects/miniprojects/jepson.pdf


 

http://www-fhs.mcmaster.ca/rehab/ebp/pdf/quanguidelines.pdf
http://www-fhs.mcmaster.ca/rehab/ebp/pdf/qualguidelines.pdf


http://www.revistatog.com/mono/num2/margallo_ing.pdf


 259 

 

Merriam SB, Caffarella RS, Baumgartner LM (2007) Learning in adulthood: a 

comprehensive guide. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 

Mezirow J, Taylor EW, ASSOCIATES (2009) Transformative learning in practice. Insights 

from community workplace and higher e

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/167989.htm


 260 

Pattison M (2006) OT-Outstanding talent: an entrepreneurial approach to practice. Australian 

Occupational Therapy Journal, 53, 166-172. 

 

Pierce D (2001) Occupation by design: dimensions, therapeutic power and creative process. 

American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 55, 2



 261 

 

Rodger S, Webb G, Devitt L, Gilbert J, Wrightson P, McMeeken J (2007b) Clinical 

education and practice placements in the allied health professions: an international 

perspective. Journal of Allied Health, 37(1), 53-62. 

 

Rodger S, Thomas Y, Holley S, Springfield E, Broadbridge J, Greber C, Mcbryde C, 

Hawkins R, Banks R (2009) Increasing the occupational therapy mental health workforce 

through innovative practice education: evaluation of an innovative practice education  

placement trial in mental health. Australian Occupational Therapy Journal. 409-417.  

 

Rugg S (1996) The transition of junior occupational therapists to clinical practice: report of a 

preliminary study. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 59(4), 165-168. 

 

Rugg S (2002) Expectations and stress in junior occupational therapists: 1. British Journal of 

Therapy and Rehabilitation, 9(12), 478-484. 

 

Rydeen K, Kautzmann L, Cowan MK, Benzing P (1995) Three faculty







 264 

 

Thew M, Hargreaves A, Cronin-Davis J (2008) An evaluation of role-emerging practice 

placement model for a full cohort of occupational therapy students. British Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 71(8), 348-353. 

 

Thew M, Edwards M, Baptiste S, Molineux M (2011) Role emerging occupational therapy: 

maximising occupation-focused practice. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell. 

 

Thomas Y (2008) Inspiration: Moving forward when you do not see the steps. 



 265 

 

Ullah MM, Klaentschi C (2011) 'Role emerging' placements- a global phenomenon? OT 

News, 4, 36. 

 

van Manen M (2007) Researching lived experience. Canada: The Althouse Press. 

 

Vu TT, Dall’Alba G (2008) Exploring an authentic approach to assessment for enhancing 

student learning Re-imagining higher education pedagogies- AARE Conference. Brisbane. 

Available at: http://www.aare.edu.au/08pap/vu08275.pdf.                      Accessed: 15.06.10.  

 

Vu TT, Dall’Alba (2011) Becoming authentic professionals: learning for authenticity. In: L 

Scanlon, ed. “Becoming a professional”: an interdisciplinary analysis of professional 

learning. 95-108.  

 

Vygotsky LS (1978) Mind in society: the development of higher psychological processes. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

 

http://www.aare.edu.au/08pap/vu08275.pdf


 266 

W

http://ijahsp.nova.edu/


mailto:A.P.Moore@brighton.ac.uk




 269 

As this study is part of a professional doctorate it is anticipated that the findings of the study will be 

published upon completion. Findings will also be disseminated through local and national 

conferences. I would like to reassure you again that you will not be identifiable in any publications or 

presentations. You will of course be welcome to receive a copy of the findings of the study upon 

request. 

 

The study has been reviewed by the University of Brighton Research and Ethics committee. It is 

entirely up to you to decide whether or not to take part in this study. Should you agree or not agree to 

participate this will not in any way affect your occupational therapy training. If you do agree to take 

part you would be free to withdraw from the study at any time without question.  

 

If you would like to participate in the study I would be grateful if you could contact me at the 

University (01223 643771) or email me on cc121@brighton.ac.uk . I will then contact you to arrange 

a convenient time to meet. If you have any questions that you would like to ask me before deciding 

whether or not to participate please feel free to contact me. You are also free to contact my supervisor 

Dr Liam Clarke (number) if you have any questions.  

 

I include the contact details of Dr Graham Stew, Course Leader (number) in case you have any 

concerns relating to the conduct of this research.  

 

 

Thank you 

 

Channine Clarke 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

 

mailto:cc121@brighton.ac.uk


 270 

Appendix 3:  Student consent form  

 
Title: Occupational therapy students experiences of role emerging placements and the influence 

such placements have on their practice once qualified.   

 

 I agree to take part in this research which aims to explore occupational therapy students’ 

experiences of role emerging placements and the influences these placements have (if any) on 

practice as an occupational therapist. I understand that this study is being carried out as part of 

the researchers’ professional doctorate in Occupational Therapy.   

 I understand that my participation is voluntary.  

 I understand that my participation will not have any repercussions on my occupational therapy 

training. 

 I understand that should the researcher be concerned about any issues related to mal practice 

raised as a result of the interview she has a duty, under her Code of Professional Conduct, to 

report these concerns to my University tutor.  

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose of the study and the possible risks 

involved. 

 I have had the research process explained to me and I have also read the information sheet.  I 

understand the process fully and am aware that I can ask the researcher any questions or discuss 

any concerns that I may have at any time. 

 I am aware that I will be required to participate in at least one interview with the researcher 

which will last between 1 and 1.5 hours. I understand that this interview will be tape recorded 

to allow the researcher to write it up later.  

 I understand that any confidential information will be seen only by the researcher and will not 

be revealed to anyone else. My name will not appear in the results of the study.  

 I understand that direct quotes may be used in the final thesis but will remain anonymous.  

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Name (please print) ..........................................……….......................................... 

 

Signed:............................................................................................................. 

 

Date : .............................................................................................................. 
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Appendix 4: Occupational Therapist’s Consent Form  
 

Title: Occupational therapy students experiences of role emerging placements and the influence such 

placements have on their practice once qualified.   

 

 I agree to take part in this research which aims to explore occupational therapy students’ 

experiences of role emerging placements and the influences these placements have (if any) on 

practice as an occupational therapist. I understand that this study is being carried out as part of 

the researchers’ professional doctorate in Occupational Therapy.   

 I understand that my participation is voluntary.  

 I understand that my participation will not have any repercussions on my occupational therapy 

position. 

 I understand that should the researcher be concerned about any issues related to mal practice 

raised as a result of the interview she has a duty, under her Code of Professional Conduct, to 

report these concerns to my work based manager.  

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose of the study and the possible risks 

involved. 

 I have had the research process explained to me and I have also read the information sheet.  I 

understand the process fully and am aware that I can ask the researcher any questions or discuss 

any concerns that I may have at any time. 

 I am aware that I will be required to participate in at least one interview with the researcher 

which will last between 1 and 1.5 hours. I understand that this interview will be tape recorded 

to allow the researcher to write it up later.  

 I understand that any confidential information will be seen only by the researcher and will not 

be revealed to anyone else. My name will not appear in the results of the study.  

 I understand that direct quotes may be used in the final thesis but will remain anonymous.  

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Name (please print) ..........................................……….......................................... 

 

Signed:............................................................................................................. 

 

Date : .............................................................................................................. 
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Appendix 5: Interview schedule for initial interview 
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Appendix 6: Interview schedule for follow-up interview 

Name: ……………………………………………………………………. 

Contact number ………………………………………………………….. 

Date of interview ………………………………………………………… 

 

The interview will start with reminder about the purpose of the study and interview.  

I will confirm that they are happy for the interview to be recorded for transcription purposes. I 

will also confirm that they consent to the interview.  

 

1. Can you briefly describe your current area of practice? 

Prompts - How long have you been working, what type of client group 

 

2. Can you briefly describe your current role as an occupational therapist?  

Prompts – what do you do, how do you feel about your role 

 

3. I sent you the transcript of our last interview – What are your feelings about your role-

emerging placement now?   

 

4. How much of the role emerging placement have you been able to transfer into your practice 

and influences you now? 

 

5. Do you think that the placement has influenced your professional development as an 

occupational therapist in any way?  

Can you give me examples of this? 

Prompts – examples (if needed) confidence in OT philosophy,  confidence with your role, 

knowledge and skills you use, growth and self awareness  

 

6. Do you feel that that the placement helped to prepare you for practice in any way? 

Prompts – skills you use, confidence for undertaking specific aspects of your role, ability to work 

independently, clinical reasoning, marketing the role 

 

In your first interview you stated that the placement had helped prepare you e.g., confidence 

increased due to the level of autonomy—has that been you recent ex /P <</MCID 31>> BDC q
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8. Use the second half of the interview to pick up on some of the themes I identified in the data 

analysis of first interview: Show her the mind-maps of themes.  

 

For example: When I analysed the first interview I identified aspects such as : 

Increased self awareness and personal and professional growth e.g., autonomy, opportunity for 

development of clinical reasoning, feeling empowered, skill development --- has this transferred 

to your current practice? 

 

Challenge contradictions – you stated that there was not anything negative but I identified times 

in the interview when you spoke of fear, professional isolation, decreased confidence?   

 

Do you feel these themes reflect your experience of the placement at the time?  

 

9. You spoke about wanting to do a non-traditional role in the future – 
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Appendix 7: Example of excel spreadsheet of identified concepts.  
 

Data analysis for Jayne  Place found in transcript Verbatim quotations.   

academic requirements     

impact of length of placement  34.8 "I only had eight weeks" 

placement requirements achieved  1.19 "I'd covered everything that I needed to cover" 

      

Autonomy     

required by the team 33.22 

"they actually said that was good for the team ‘cause if 

they didn’t have somebody who was so self sufficient 

then it would have been really difficult" 

to choose role emerging placement 1.23 

"I was lucky ‘cause I was free to do what I wanted for my 

last one" 

forcing her to develop skills 33.16; 34.1 

"this placement has forced me to be proactive 

…….because there's been nobody there" 
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Challenge     

wanting a challenge 1.11; 2.13 "I'm the kind of person who likes to challenge myself" 

wanting to work with new client group 1.25 

"I wanted to work with a client group I hadn't really 

encountered before" 

      

Change     

in her view of clients 15.23 "I see them in a different light now" 

in attitude to placement 10.24; 11.6; 14.14; 42.12 

"I hated the placement and just was re
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taking work home with her 16.5 

"towards then end I wasn't taking work home with me 

which I didn’t think I would be able to do but I did 

manage to switch off by the end" 

having to deal with team dynamics 22.21 

"the managers said I could use the kitchen, the volunteers 

said I was in the way, it was all awkward so I had to deal 

with that in a professional way" 

want to help vs. clients willingness to change 29.23; 30.15; 31.16; 32.2   

building rapport vs. intimidation 36.4   

external presentation vs. internal feelings 39.9 

"I was right I have to talk to these people and I was just 

getting on with it but I was actually dying inside through 

like nerves and fear" 

      

Development     

Personal 10.14; 47.5 

"‘cause my personal development…me as a person yeah 
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Fear / anxiety     

being the first student 52.6 

"they haven't had a student before so I was really setting 

the way so that was a lot of pressure and a scary thought, 

I could have spoilt it for student everywhere" 

before starting placement 2.11 
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motivation     

of self 14.8; 14.15 

"I was adamant…. I didn’t want to end the course on a 

bad experience" 

of clients 28.23; 30.11; 30.15; 31.15 

"whether you would be better off working with them 

when they were sort of ready to change, when they were 

ready to move on and do something about their situation" 

      

need     

to challenge self 1.11; 2.13; 27.8; 35.6 

"I'm the kind of person who likes to challenge myself 

really" 

to talk about feelings / thoughts 8.9; 32.22 

"if you have a worry on your mind just to bring it up 

informally and put your mind at rest" 

to promote OT / make a good impression
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to go outside her comfort zone 23.23 

"I'd be forced into situations that would perhaps be 

outside my comfort zone, I consciously did that because I 

knew it would be good for me" 

to test herself 25.2; 25.12 
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not being able to switch off 4.23; 5.5 

"I didn’t want to be bringing my work home with me 

type of thing so that was a major issue for me" 

guilt 5.13 

"I'd be going home to my nice cosy flat…and I'd be 

thinking of him and thinking well where's he going to be 

sleeping tonight and that really got to me" 

confusion / uncertainty 6.13 

"should I be working with this person, should I maybe be 

spending more time with this client or whose needs are 

stronger, who would benefit more from working with me, 

I couldn’t get my head around that" 

shift in negative feelings 10.24 

"when I got perhaps midway….the sort of turning 

point…..I really started enjoying it" 

shock and sadness at clients stories 5.7; 15.16; 6.22; 17.6 "it was quite shocking I suppose to hear their stories" 

anger at poor communication 23.1 

"it made me a bit angry actually that the manager hadn't 

really explained it properly" 
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familiar assessments used 30.8 "it was based on MOHO" 
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Responsibility 
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Behavioural 

  

Unfamiliar 

Hiding fear  

 

 

 

 

 

Hiding fear- needing to 

present a façade.  

 

Inhibited rapport 

 

 

Autopilot  

 

Her true feelings emerged only at home (?lived space) where she felt safe.   

 

 

Shock at hearing what life is like for these clients- sense that she realised how 

naive she has been in the past.  

Vulnerability- fear of clients, she had nothing in common with them at all.  
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(offloading feelings 

and reflecting on 

achievements)  

- running group 

successfully (seeing 

for herself she could 

do it- showing her 

skills to others)  

- 
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Without previous experience she would have found placement more difficult 

than she did (p37).May need to consider the role of Uni in considering the type 

of students that may be mores successful in these types of placement and how 

to support students that don’t have a particular interest, personality, experience 

to draw on.   
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sadness at the end 

compared to hatred at the 

start of placement  
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Jayne has shifted in her sense of ‘being’ and who she can ‘become’ as an OT.   

 

Super ordinate theme 5 – Paradigm Shift  
This theme represents Jayne’s apparent re-evaluation of occupational therapy as a profession and what it means to her.  

 

Sub-themes 

 

Concepts from transcript 

that emerged 

Initial Thoughts for the discussion chapter  

Shift in belief 

about 

Occupational 

Therapy  

-enhanced belief in OT 

-Seeing power of 

occupation for herself 

 

Being able to develop an identity as an OT for herself through the autonomy that 

she was given.  Links with other students who have spoken about developing 

identity rather than having to develop the identity of their supervisor, follow the 

protocols of a department etc.  

 

Shift in view of 

clients 

-more holistic  

-away from fear and 

intimidation to empathy 

and understanding    

Increased awareness of what client centeredness is actually about, is able to look  

more holistically at the clients- this links with other literature that suggests 

students develop a more holistic view of clients in these placements as opposed 
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Appendix 9: Example of Participant summary 

 
Summary of Jayne’s first interview 

 

Having successfully completed all her previous placements, Jayne felt she was in the lucky 

position of having the autonomy to choose her final placement in any area that she felt would 

meet her needs. When making this choice Jayne stated that she had wanted a placement that 

would be exciting, new and challenging; pushing her outside her comfort zone:  

 

“I went and you know organised the placement for myself knowing that if I just did that I’d be 

forced into situations that would be perhaps outside my comfort zone, I consciously did that 

because I knew it would be good for me” 

 

Although she knew she wanted to do something in mental health, as this was the area that 

interested her most, she stated she had done a “basic” mental health placement and didn’t want 

to do a “run of the mill” placement. This may suggest that Jayne saw the role-emerging 

placement as special and more complex than a traditional placement; one that would provide her 

with the challenge she was looking for:    

 

“it just took my fancy straight away because it was something a bit different, something I hadn’t 

done before, something that I knew would be challenging” 

 

The role-emerging concept was fully embraced by Jayne and seen as an opportunity for her to 

test herself prior to graduating, checking whether she had assimilated her previous learning and 

whether she could put this into practice and work without an occupational therapist. She 

identified that, for her, there was also something about a role-emerging placement being a bit 

special in that she would be one of only a small number of students that had taken on this 

challenge. Jayne also believed that doing such a placement would give her a “head start” for her 

future, equipping her with skills that perhaps other students wouldn’t develop in more 

traditional placements. Jayne may have perceived that this would help make the transition from 

student to occupational therapist easier and more successful. There is a suggestion that Jayne 

also perceived this placement opportunity as one that would make her stand out from the rest of 

her cohort and give her an edge over other students when competing in the job market in future:  

 

“I just wanted to know that I could could do a placement without an OT sort of there do you 

know what I mean, I didn’t, I wanted to ‘cause I suppose at this stage you’re practically, you’re 

not qualified but you’re practically almost are I suppose aren’t you I mean even when you’re a 

basic grade you’re still going to be learning but I just wanted to give myself that little head start 

and work without an OT and see, perhaps testing myself on everything that I’ve learnt on the 
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Through successfully planning and facilitating this group, and receiving positive feedback from 

her educator and team, Jayne’s confidence in her knowledge, skills and abilities improved and 

the self-belief and motivation that she had had prior to the placement appeared to return:  

 

“that was sort of sort of perhaps the turning point where I sort of thought well actually you 

know I set this up, I planned it and organised it and I set this up and am providing this for them 

so I felt really proud of that and sort of thought well actually you know I can do these things” 

 

Jayne also recognised that by half way she was more familiar with the clients, the team and the 

setting and with this increased familiarity came feelings of acceptance and being settled. Such 

feelings meant she was less fearful and insecure and better able to deal with the requirements of 

the placement: 

 

“I just felt really sort of as if I’d settled there, that people knew me, that I knew everybody else 

and that I was kind of accepted there as well, not that I wasn’t accepted beforehand I don’t think 

it’s just that perhaps people are wary of you if you’re a new person, they don’t know who you 

are erm so yeah I felt it was important for me ‘cause I just felt accepted, settled erm at ease as 

well” 

 

Positive feedback from the team was also significant in helping Jayne to feel accepted and 

valued:  

 

“I had really positive feedback at the end from one of the volunteers at (drop-in centre) saying I 

was just I had a way with people and could just chat to them, she said I don’t know what it is 

about you but you’ve just got this warmth about you or something and people are just open to it 

and I thought that was really lovely thing to say, I thought that was really nice actually, it 

touched me” 

 

Jayne also felt that she had perhaps adapted to the setting and become more emotionally 

hardened. The initial shock that she experienced as a result of hearing the clients stories became 

less as the placement progressed which helped her to develop and emotional resilience: 

 

“I think after the initial shock of, I suppose it got to the point where nothing else could shock me 
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Appendix 10: Master table of themes 

 

Master Themes Sub-theme Concepts 

   

1. Not a run of the mill 

placement 

1.1 Outside the box  1.1.1 Testing themselves out 

1.1.2 Standing apart from other students 

1.1.3 Promoting occupational therapy in new settings  

 1.2 In two minds 

 

 

1.2.1 Excitement vs. apprehension  

   

2. Thrown in  

 

 

2.1 Going it alone 

 

2.1.1 Uncharted waters  

2.1.2 Out there on my own   

 

 

 

 

 

2.2 Facing the challenges  2.2.1 Need to sing from the same hymn sheet 

2.2.2 Responsibility on my shoulders 

2.2.3 The emotional toll 
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 4.2 Re-appraisal of the 

profession  

 

4.2.1 Having that belief in the profession  

4.2.2 Seeing clients in a different light  

 

 4.3. Making a difference   4.3.1 Seeing that smile  

4.3.2 Leaving a legacy 

   

5. ‘Being’ in the real 

world 

5.1 Stand
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just an informal chat with the staff was just brilliant just if you have a worry on 

your mind just to bring it up informally about it and put your mind at rest and 

definitely sort of support from the team (Jayne interview 1). 

 

3.2.3 Learning through doing 

I was really really nervous but I just started talking and I kind of realised how 

much I knew, I didn’t think I knew that much but it just kind of all came out and I 

was able to explain it to them and they were asking questions and they were all 
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I had to kind of  answer some of my own questions really erm so in a sense it was 

good not to have someone to lean on ‘cause I had to go off and do it erm for 

myself and learn from my mistakes (Sophie interview 1).  

 

4.1.2 Growing up  

 it really helped me grow because I was thrown in and I had autonomy from day 

one (Ella interview 1).  

 

to go out there on your own and try to prove to a group of other different health 

professional what you do I felt was  it was just really really good for me to yeah I 

just grew out of I suppose I think, it can just get better from here I guess yeah 

(Jayne interview 1).  

 

I think definitely in terms of building me up as a professional and helping me to 

erm to you know to be developing as a professional I think that was kind of 

important for me for to feel that I could do that and I can meet those erm meet 

those challenges and er overcome them really (Sophie interview 1). 

 

I felt like a professional and I was treated like a professional even though I was a 

student they still referred to me as occupational therapist and that was really 

lovely as well because they obviously saw me as that and respected me within 

that role (Sally interview 1).  

 

4.1.3 Belief in self 

I think that’s such a rich and important experience for me that you know I don’t in 

a way even have to explain it to people because I know it’s
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It’s made me realize what I can do on my own, definitely as an independent 

worker … I know that some people will suddenly be put onto a ward and they’re 

the OT of that ward and they have to deal with all of that so I sort of have had that 

now maybe rather than later on so I feel much more confident in myself knowing 

that I can make the right judgements (Poppy interview 1). 

 

yeah it pulled it all together from day one of haven’t got a clue following 

someone around in your fist two week placement to I’m out there, I’m doing it 

and I actually feel ready now to go to work and it took to the last, I mean I did I 

felt a good bit of that on my prior, you know on my penultimate placement  as 

well but this very much was definitely concrete and I felt yes I can do it (Ella 

interview 1). 

 

I would definitely recommend it to anybody to do a role-emerging 

placement…for all the reasons that I’ve given but for just for your own personal 

sort of development , your personal sense of satisfaction (Jayne interview 1). 

 

having done one I would encourage others to do them, erm definitely from a kind 

of personal point of view, erm I feel like it has helped me so much (Sophie 

interview 1). 

do I think any other students should do it?  Definitely, I’d promote it to any 

student who wanted to do it (Poppy interview 2).  

 

I would do it again, over and over again and I would definitely recommend 

people to do it (Jayne interview 2). 
 

I still advocate that people should do emerging role ‘cause it is great freedom and 

it’s a great confidence booster and you can prove to yourself that you can do 

something that you think you might not be able to you know (Ella interview 2). 

 

I’m really glad I did the placements and I would still um... say to anybody, do a 

role emerging placement, because it was fantastic and I really enjoyed it and it 

was nice to sort of have that freedom with what I was doing on that placement in 

terms of OT (Jayne interview 2).  
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structure there’s no routine, their motivation is really lax , they’ve got all this 

behavioural stuff that’s waiting to explode and nobody is helping them with that 

and that’s where we come in (Ella interview 1).  

 

I am probably more confident about about the role of OT as well and just how it 

can be beneficial in so many different areas (Sophie interview 1).  

 

I think the whole profession has got to do that  come on we’re here we’re not the 

theeny thorny we’re somewhere in the back of the hospital or back of the service 

whatever we need to push ourselves out there (Ella interview 1).  

 

Now I just think it’s amazing and I feel privileged to say that I am an OT which is 

erm amazing to have that (Sally interview 1). 

 

4.2.2 Seeing clients in a different light  

I think it’s got to be about being just just spending time being with them and 

really listening to what’s on their heart, what their concerns are and not rushing in 

and taking over and like this is what I’m going to do for you, just being there I 

think (Sophie interview 1).  
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the talking therapies erm but would happily sit and talk to me and like I said I 
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prepared for … it was the most I’d ever prepared for an interview in my life, 
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I’m a qualified OT so I’ve got to ..I’ve got to ensure that everything I do...it’s not as 

if, when you’re obviously don’t get me wrong, as a student I was very very, I tried 

to be very careful in that I’m you know, I was doing everything as professionally as 

I could and but there was that feeling that, you know, I… I could run to my 

supervisor up the road and say look I don’t really know what I’m doing, is this 

right?  … but it’s that feeling of, you know, I’m qualified… I don’t have as much of 

an excuse to do that now (Sophie interview 2).  

 

5.2.2 Consolidation of identity 

I wouldn’t want to be mechanical, you know.  That for me is not what OT’s 

about.  OT’s about, you know… thinking outside the box, working creatively 

um… you know, problem solving creatively, and that’s what I want to continue 

doing, um… so… and that’s what the role emerging placement enabled me to do 

(Sally interview 2).  

 

I think when you’re with an educator you tend to mirror their understanding of 

the philosophy, rather than developing your own.  And I certainly did in the 

[name of placement setting]  and have continued to um… with, you know, ever 

increasing confidence in 
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I still feel young and studenty in my mind so it hasn’t.. there’s going to be a time 


