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INTRODUCTION
We are living in a global era: people and ideas are flowing more 
easily across international boundaries than ever before1. Thanks to 
globalisation and technology, many people can encounter foreign 
events and viewpoints on a daily basis. This facet of contemporary 
life commands people’s ability to acknowledge and account for a 
diversity of perspectives and practices. Such a demand is especially 
salient for occupational therapists, whose work increasingly entails 
interacting with clients and colleagues from varied backgrounds. For 
over a decade, occupational therapists have discussed the need for 
globally-relevant practice, but related conversations about globalis-
ing occupational therapy education2-3 have not been as thorough or 
sustained. Current university and health care priorities reinforce 
the need for international experiences in occupational therapy 
education4. The global growth of occupational science5 suggests that 
concepts related to human occupation can provide a foundation for 
occupational therapists around the world. Therefore, occupational 
science and occupational therapy educators have a timely oppor-
tunity to explore how concepts related to human occupation can 
be combined with international learning experiences.

This article describes the two-year process of redesigning an 
undergraduate occupational science course to meet the needs 
expressed above. As will be explained, the redesigned course is 
part of an undergraduate occupational science degree that pre-
cedes a graduate occupational therapy degree. The course rede-
sign culminated in synchronous (or real-time) online interactions 
between occupational science and occupational therapy students 
in the global North; however, it began with a focus on enhancing 
local experiential education for occupational science students in the 
United States (U.S.). By outlining the process of course redesign 
as well as students’ perceptions of redesigned course elements, I 
hope to stimulate three interrelated conversations: one about the 
importance of experiential learning in occupational science and oc-
cupational therapy education, one about the value of occupational 
science education as a foundation for experiential learning, and one 
about the conceptual and logistical aspects of designing experiential 
learning opportunities.

The next section of this article weaves a broad description of the 
course with the rationales for redesigning it, situating experiential 
learning opportunities within particular views of student educational 
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needs. The methods section will describe how students provided 
feedback about redesigned course elements, and the results section 
will summarise students’ comments about learning via redesigned 
course elements. The article will conclude with factors for educators 
to consider regarding experiential learning about human occupation. 

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND LITERATURE 
REVIEW
Background
This course redesign occurred at a private urban university that 
serves approximately 13,000 students in the Midwestern region of 
the U.S. The university offers two degree programmes related to 
human occupation: a Bachelor of Science in Occupational Science 
(BSOS) and a Master of Occupational Therapy (MOT). Approxi-
mately 75% of the students in the MOT programme also complete 
the BSOS degree at the university; thus, the seven occupational 
science courses in the BSOS program form a foundation for those 
students’ MOT education. In January 2012, I began teaching one 
of three courses that comprise the final semester of the BSOS 
programme. The course – OCS 372 – had been designed prior 
to my arrival at the university as a traditional three-hour lecture/
discussion that also required 24 hours of community-based ser-
vice learning. Per the learning objectives listed in Table I, OCS 
372 addressed culture, marginalisation, and the importance of 
understanding “others” in U.S. health care practices. [See Table I 
on page 57]. As an occupational science course, OCS 372 did not 
teach practice-related skills, but it did link to occupational therapy 
by emphasising cultural competency, occupational justice, and the 
notion of therapeutic relationships.

When I assumed primary teaching responsibility for OCS 372, 
I consulted with the previous OCS 372 instructor as well as the 
department chair to minimally modify the course. I updated course 
content relative to occupational justice6 and the political practice of 
occupational therapy7, and I reframed OCS 372 as an exploration 
of the diverse city in which the university is located. My views as a 
teacher and scholar set a larger course redesign in motion based on 
those two initial modifications. As a teacher and community-engaged 
researcher8 who believes that knowledge must be “... adequate to 
experience”9, I aim to connect course content to students’ realities 
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and make knowledge useful in everyday life. I also recognise, as Thi-
beault argued, that universities often “... train tomorrow’s decision 
makers with yesterday’s obsolete paradigms. And we train them in 
a vacuum: the vacuum of the rich”2:160. The risk of keeping students 
in ‘the vacuum of the rich’ was palpable when I took over OCS 372: 
most students at the university existed in a campus ‘bubble’ that 
was separate from the surrounding urban community. Although 
OCS 372’s service learning component connected students to a 
community site, I believed that students would better understand 
ideas like occupational justice and the political practice of occupa-
tional therapy if they could apply them with a variety of local places 
and people. Thus, I wanted to get OCS 372 students further out of 
traditional classrooms to experience their learning across their city 
of residence. I also wanted students to understand how the topics 
they explored locally – such as poverty and immigration – aligned 
with global emphases on political and transformative occupational 
therapy6,7. By initiating a course redesign based on these aims, I in-
tended to help counteract the trend of occupational therapy students 
“going through their whole university training without being exposed 
to the global issues that will shape their future”2:160.

The first phase of the OCS 372 course redesign began in 2012 
and focused on enhancing opportunities for local experiential learn-
ing. The second phase, which was initiated in 2012 but did not take 
effect until 2013, focused on creating opportunities for international 
interactions that would augment students’ understanding of course 
concepts.

Redesign #1: Experiential learning via 
community outings
To refocus OCS 372 on the university’s local context, I explored 
new options for experiential education. Helen Jeffrey wrote that 
experiential education fosters “…the development of critical think-
ing skills through immersion in real life problems, application of 
knowledge in complicated and ambiguous situations and a deeper 
level of understanding of content than is possible from classroom 

teaching”10:6. In exploring different ways to immerse students in their 
community, my role as an educator shifted toward “…cultivat[ing] 
an environment to establish the physical and social context for learn-
ing”10:7. The Deweyan orientation of such a role fit with the founda-
tion and current direction of occupational therapy education11-13 
as well as my personal teaching philosophy. Existing literature also 
indicated that experiential learning had been positively utilised in 
occupational therapy education13, so it seemed that experiential 
learning might similarly serve occupational science education.

With these ideas in mind, I designed and implemented two ex-
periential community outings when I took over OCS 372 in 2012. I 
scheduled the outings during the last half of the course so students 
could develop conceptual understandings prior to applying their 
knowledge to community examples. I restricted the number and 
duration of the outings based on the logistics of scheduling outings 
and organising outing transportation. In selecting two outing desti-
nations – a family-focused community development organisation in 
the north part of the city and a religious community center in the 
south part of the city– I aimed to move students into spaces that 
would foster different considerations of course-related questions 
and concepts. Located within a 10-mile radius of each other, the 
outing sites also introduced students to particular minority groups, 
African-Americans and Bosnians, that constituted the city’s social 
fabric. Although many OCS 372 students hailed from the region 
surrounding the university, most of the students had never ventured 
outside the campus “bubble” to the neighborhoods in which the 
outings were located. Likewise, whereas most OCS 372 students 
had some knowledge of various ethnic groups in the city, many 
students did not have substantive contact with members of those 
groups prior to the course. The outings thus promised to provide 
students with greater knowledge about their city as well as experi-
ential learning relative to the first, third, and sixth OCS 372 student 
learning objectives (see Table II).

Upon completion of this 
course, the student will be 
expected to:

1. Appraise his/her own cultural 
heritage and appreciate its 
difference upon examination of 
another person’s cultural heritage.

2. Define globalisation and begin to 
understand what it means to live in 
a global society.

3. Describe how everyday life is 
defined by time, space, geography 
and culture of communities and 
compare and contrast lives of 
individuals in nourished versus 
impoverished communities.

4. Understand how American 
practices of democracy, capitalism, 
public education and religious 
freedom influence occupation in the 
United States.

5. Understand how occupations 
around the world are influenced 
by specifically local cultural 
characteristics and practices.

6. Define occupational justice/
injustice and compare and contrast 
it to social justice/injustice.

7. Evaluate how vulnerable 
populations are impacted by 
occupational deprivation and how 
the application of occupational 
justice can have positive change in 
the lives of individuals living on the 
margins of society.

Table I: OCS 372 2011 Student Learning Objectives

Table II: OCS 372 2012 Student Learning Objectives
Upon completion of this 
course, the student will 
be expected to:

1. Appraise his/her own cultural 
heritage and appreciate its difference 
upon examination of another person’s 
cultural heritage.

2. Define globalisation and begin to 
understand what it means to live in a 
global society.

3. Describe how everyday life is 
defined by communities and the 
elements thereof.

4. Understand how occupations 
around the world are influenced 
by local cultural characteristics and 
practices.

5. Define occupational justice/injustice 
and compare/contrast it to social 
justice/injustice.

6. Evaluate how vulnerable 
populations are impacted by 
occupational deprivation and how 
occupational justice can improve 
life for marginalised individuals and 
communities.

As a framing for the outings, I told the students that the univer-
sity’s classrooms were only one type of learning space and that, on 
two occasions, the community “classroom” would take the place 
of an on-campus session. I further framed the outings as showcas-
ing well-known diverse communities and helping students think 
about how they might serve such communities as occupational 
therapists. During the outings, students listened to a community 
speaker discuss the site’s activities, the population the site served, 
and aspects of everyday life in nearby communities. Following 
each speaker’s presentation, students had open time for questions 
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until the hour-long visit ended. In line with the university’s Ignatian 
pedagogical underpinnings14, I asked each student to write a 3-4 
paragraph online reflection in the week following each outing. The 
reflection addressed how the outing influenced the student’s views 
of the city; the student’s perspective on the link between culture, 
occupation, and marginalisation; and any lingering questions that 
the outing stimulated. The on-campus class session following each 
outing involved an instructor-led debriefing as well as collective 
discussions based on students’ individual written reflections.

Redesign #2: Incorporate global perspectives via 
synchronous international online interactions
As I incorporated community outings into OCS 372, I continued 
to believe that the course lacked an essential connection to global 
perspectives. The BSOS programme gave no leeway or financial 
support for international travel during OCS 372, so I tapped a formal 
university mechanism to facilitate global interactions in the course. 
Full-time faculty members at the university who wish to design or 
redesign a course may apply for a competitively-awarded Innovative 
Teaching Fellowship that includes a course release, support from an 
instructional designer, and an opportunity to teach in the campus’ 
technology-rich Learning Studio. I received the Fellowship in March 
2012 and began the second phase of my course redesign in the 
subsequent summer. The limited occupational therapy scholarship 
on teaching and learning15-17 offered little guidance for this aspect 
of the course redesign, but it did suggest that new instructional 
designs18 related to online technologies13,19 and synchronous student 
collaborations20 showed promise, especially when coupled with 
structured reflection20. (More recent examples of technology-based 
international occupational therapy educational collaborations21 
were not published when I undertook the course redesign.) After 
reviewing existing literature, I worked with a campus instructional 
designer through the end of 2012 to investigate how the Learning 
Studio could support international interactions in OCS 372.

The Learning Studio was designed by a team of faculty members, 
instructional design staff, and students with the goal of creating an 
experimental space that promotes discovery-based learning. The  
Learning Studio contains moveable group tables and wheeled office 
chairs; wall-mounted and mobile whiteboards; two classroom-level 
video cameras with ceiling microphones and integrated speakers; a 
multi-input video wall; and a variety of tablets and laptop comput-
ers that can be linked to the video wall through a wireless remote 
projection system (see Image 1).

see, remains the basic non-specialist teaching space in higher educa-
tion”23:234. I wanted to maximise the Learning Studio’s potential for 
encouraging deep learning and active engagement24, and through my 
course release and work with the instructional designer, I learned 
that “... it is not the delivery method that is the key feature, but 
rather the design of the instruction and what students bring to the 
learning situation”19:73 that is important to build upon. 

In addition to their own life experiences, students brought 
background occupational science knowledge as well as their ex-
periences from community outings to the Learning Studio. In the 
semester prior to OCS 372, the students had taken three occu-
pational science courses that were loosely structured around the 
Person-Environment-Occupation model25. Knowing that students 
would bring their knowledge from those courses into the OCS 
372, I isolated topics about human occupation that could link my 
students to international counterparts outside the U.S. The concept 
of culture dominated OCS 372 and bridged the students’ knowledge 
of person, environment, and occupation, so ‘culture’ became a cen-
tral focus of the international interactions that emanated from the 
course redesign. Given the need for “... a broader cultural emphasis 
in terms of curriculum delivery”3:328, the course redesign aimed to 
expand students’ cultural competence beyond the opportunities 
offered by community outings. Cultural competence – or the idea 
that practitioners must be aware of and open to their clients’ cultural 
backgrounds – has been a primary rationale for globalising occupa-
tional therapy education26,27. Although its importance is noted28,29, 
there is a lack of attention to the accompanying need for cultural 
competence between occupational therapists. Whereas parity in 
English and non-English definitions of occupational therapy con-
structs30 helps facilitate inter-therapist cultural competence, basic 
opportunities to talk with future professionals from other cultures 
is not a standard part of occupational therapy curricula. Given that 
globalisation and technology now increase the likelihood of inter-
actions between international occupational therapists, the second 
phase of the course redesign aimed to give students opportunities 
for such interactions early on in the curriculum.

Image 1

Learning spaces like the Learning Studio can promote active 
teaching and learning that is more enjoyable than what occurs in a 
traditional lecture-oriented classroom22 where the “... ex cathedra 
layout of a lecturer at the front with ranks of students laid out before 
her or him”23:234 can stifle discussion and interaction. However, tra-
ditional classrooms dominate occupational science and occupational 
therapy education because “it remains the case that a room, with 
tables and chairs, and a means of displaying information for all to 

Table III: OCS 372 2013 Student Learning Objectives

Upon completion of this 
course, the student will 
be expected to:

1. Appraise his/her own cultural 
heritage and appreciate its difference 
from a Swedish counterpart’s cultural 
heritage.

2. Define globalisation and articulate 
what it means to live in a global 
society.

3. Analyse how cultural differences 
foster divergent considerations within 
the scope of occupational science and 
occupational therapy.

4. Explain how occupations are 
influenced by local representations & 
cultural practices.

5. Define occupational justice/injustice 
and compare/contrast it to social 
justice/injustice.

6. Evaluate how vulnerable 
populations are impacted by 
occupational deprivation and how 
a political practice of OT addresses 
occupational justice for individuals and 
communities.

I designed real-time video-based interactive sessions to provide 
OCS 372 students with a means to achieve the learning objectives 
listed in Table III. The decision to connect with Swedish students 
in particular for these interactions was primarily logistical: I had an 
existing relationship with occupational therapy faculty members 
at a Swedish university and knew that most classes at the Swedish 
university were conducted in English, thus removing the need for 
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a translator during the interactions. I partnered with a Swedish col-
league whose 5-week course about gender, class, ethnicity, culture, 
and occupation aligned with OCS 372 topics and was scheduled 
during the middle of the OCS 372 semester. Like my OCS 372 
students, my colleague’s undergraduate occupational therapy 
students were also in the second semester of their first year of 
core content, which enhanced the synergy between our courses. 
I assumed primary responsibility for designing the structure and 
content of our students’ interactive sessions and worked with my 
Swedish colleague to refine that design and address logistical issues.

For the synchronous interactive sessions, students at each 
university were divided into two groups of 10-26 students for four 
weeks of interactions. One month prior to the first interactive 
session, I introduced the U.S. students to the concept of culture 
through course readings and discussion. The U.S. students also 
began reflecting on general characteristics of U.S. and Swedish 
culture based on excerpts from two Xenophobe’s Guides books 
that “... take an analytical but affectionate look at different nations, 
their character and quirks” and “... pinpoint cultural differences 
(to encourage) awareness and understanding”31. In the week prior 
to the first interactive session, the U.S. students generated and 
answered any questions they had about Swedish culture, society, 
and occupational therapy practice during an in-class research ses-
sion. Once the interactive sessions began in February 2013, each 
of the student group dyads “met” weekly for one hour to discuss 
readings and personal experiences related to culture, globalisa-
tion, occupational justice, and the political practice of occupational 
therapy. These meetings took place via web conferencing software 
that allowed the groups of students to see, hear, and speak to each 
other in real time (see Image 2).

managing time during the sessions.
An example of dialogue from one session illustrates the nature of 

students’ discussions. The topic for the day concerned the political 
practice of occupational therapy, and I opened the discussion by 
asking the U.S. students to describe what they thought of when 
they heard the words “politics” or “political.” The U.S. students 
commented that “political” had to do with the government and 
had a negative connotation because it stimulated thoughts about 
arguments and power. When the same question was posed to the 
Swedish students, one Swedish student responded that “politics is 
everything” and involved how she and her friends were treated, how 
they spent their money, and how much public transportation cost. 
She ended her answer by stating that “politics” is “not something 
that somebody else does.” This dialogue took only a few minutes 
to transpire, but in that short time, students on both sides of the 
Atlantic Ocean were able to see how different their perspectives 
were on a shared topic.

GENERATING AND ANALYSING DATA ON 
STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF REDESIGNED 
COURSE ELEMENTS
Community outings
Roberts and Weaver argued that “... any evaluation study of the 
learning environment must include the learner perspective, under-
pinned by a critical enquiry approach”32:98. I drew information from 
anonymous end-of-course evaluations to understand the relation of 
community outings to students’ learning. All 44 students enrolled 
in OCS 372 in 2012 completed the course evaluations, and 37 of 
the 52 enrolled students completed the course evaluations in 2013. 
Although the course evaluations included a quantitative component, 
none of the rating items could be specifically linked to the commu-
nity outings, so I only gathered data from the open-ended section of 
the evaluation. The open-ended section included two questions of 
relevance to the community outings: “Please include any additional 
suggestions you have about the course structure” and “What might 
enhance the course?” Students answered the open-ended questions 
by typing their responses into a blank text box and electronically 
submitting their evaluations to the university. The results reported in 
the next section include frequencies of references to the community 
outings as well as summaries and verbatim answers to open-ended 
course evaluation questions; I did not conduct any qualitative or 
thematic analysis on the course evaluation data.

Synchronous online interactions
In 2013, I drew information from in-class reflective assignments 
and anonymous course evaluations to understand the relation of 
synchronous online interactions to students’ learning. Of the 52 
U.S. students in the 2013 course, 45 completed both reflective 
assignments and 37 completed the course evaluation. Given that 
the synchronous interactive sessions resulted from the redesign of 
the U.S. occupational science course, I only gathered data on the 
U.S. students’ perceptions. In addition to the course evaluations, 
the U.S. students completed two reflections: one prior to and one 
following the four interactive sessions. The reflective assignments 
were structured loosely around a one-paragraph case that described 
an older woman who was in the hospital following a hip fracture. 
The case was borrowed from an MOT course and simplified for 
the purposes of studying this course redesign. I never discussed 
the case and the students had little knowledge of clinical material, 
so the open-ended reflective questions related to the case took 
a broad focus (see Table V on page 60). The case presented basic 
information related to occupation and occupational therapy, and 
the intent of the reflective questions was not to elicit responses 
about treatment per se but to see whether students grew in their 
understandings of the cultural and political concerns that inform 
occupational therapy in different global contexts. The students an-
swered the reflective questions in class and electronically submitted 
their typed reflections to an online storage folder that the instruc-
tional designer had set up. The instructional designer assigned each 

Image 2

The Swedish instructor and I developed and sent discussion 
questions to students in advance of the interactive sessions (see 
Table IV for example questions). These questions were based on 
assigned readings, some of which were shared across the student 
groups and some of which were unique to each international con-
text. My Swedish colleague and I acted as discussion facilitators for 
each interactive session, allowing conversations to unfold while also 

Table IV: Example discussion questions for synchronous 
international online interactions

What do you think of when you hear the word ‘political’? What can 
be considered political outside of government parties?

What examples from your own experience show the political 
nature of everyday life?

Should the practice of OT be political? Why/why not? What topics 
might such a practice of OT take on?

How can we put occupational justice into practice (a political act)?
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student a numeric identifier, labelled the reflection sets with those 
numeric identifiers, and granted me access to the storage folder 
once I had submitted the final grades for the course. While analys-
ing each set of reflections, I counted the number of references to a 
particular course element (e.g., community outings or synchronous 
international online interactions) and summarised the content of 
students’ qualitative responses. In addition to frequencies, I report 
content summaries and verbatim answers to the course evaluation 
and reflective questions in the next section; as with the 2012 data, 
I did not conduct any qualitative or thematic analysis on the data. 
The university’s Institutional Review Board approved all data col-
lection and analysis as outlined above.

RESULTS
2012 data
Per the 2012 course evaluations, the community outings success-
fully brought the OCS 372 content more fully into students’ reali-
ties. One student wrote that the experiential ... outings were very 
informative and allowed us to see first-hand what we are discussing in 
class, and another student noted that the outings ... tied in nicely 
with our class readings and discussions. Learning in the community, 
[as] opposed to reading about [it] in the classroom and readings, was 
a positive learning tool.

Yet another student noted that the community outings ... were 
a great addition to relevant course topics making it a more memorable 
experience. One student commented, ... I think that the experiential 
outings are what really helped me tie-together all the concepts we 
learned in this class. Several student comments also reflected the 
sentiment that ... the reflection papers helped me to understand the 
course concepts. In all, 19 open-ended comments conveyed posi-
tive perceptions of the community outings as vehicles for learning.

Students also made suggestions for how to improve the expe-
riential outings. Six students requested additional outings, because, 
as one student explained: … most students come from closed envi-
ronments and haven’t had much experience with “the others”. A real 
awareness needs to be established in our students to help them gain 
a better, diverse way of thinking. It’s a reality check that is needed for 
our generation. Nothing is better than experiencing a phenomena (sic) 
for one’s personal life journey.

Another student said that ... more outings would be a great way 
to further engage in the topic of culture and I think it would help make 
the concepts a lot more clear. Yet another student suggested plac-
ing ... outings earlier in the semester to really understand what we’re 
learning about the entire semester. Such comments suggested that 
the community outings had a positive impact on students’ learning, 
and I scheduled the 2013 outings earlier in the semester in response 

to such feedback.

2013 data
In the 2013 OCS 372 course evaluations, five open-ended com-
ments addressed the community outings and six addressed the 
synchronous international interactive sessions. Regarding the out-
ings, students’ echoed the positive comments from the 2012 course 
evaluations. One student wrote, ... I loved our class outings, I really 
wish we could have had more of those experiences. Listening to the com-
munity speak in those situations was such a learning experience for me.

Another student noted, ... I thought that the experiential outings 
were extremely powerful and made a large impact in my understanding 
of the course material. Providing more options and opportunities for 
those experiences to see the illumination of course concepts would 
also allow students to create that connection from class discussion 
to the real world.

Although one student noted that the outings ... helped me be 
aware more of what is going on in my surroundings, students also high-
lighted a desire for easier transportation to and from outing sites 
as well as more time to reflect upon the outings in the university 
classroom. Perhaps in reference to both the community outings 
and the synchronous online interactive sessions, one student wrote 
that ... this course opened my eyes to so many different ways of look-
ing at the world. Regarding the synchronous interactive sessions, 
two students conveyed a wish to ... spend more time talking to the 
Swedish students. Two comments highlighted a perceived difference 
between the U.S. and Swedish students in terms of preparation for 
and participation in the interactive sessions, and those comments 
changed the ways in which my Swedish colleague and I prepared 
our respective classes for the interactive sessions in 2014.

In the 2013 case-based written reflections, over 50% of the 
students referenced the synchronous online interactive sessions 
as influential for helping them answer the reflective questions. 
The interactive sessions were mentioned 21 times across student 
responses, versus six mentions of the community outings, six 
mentions of class discussions, and three mentions of class read-
ings. Several quotations from students’ reflections illuminate why 
students perceived the interactive sessions as helpful for their 
learning. One student said, ... This was a real life situation that taught 
about different context, cultures, norms, and the different ways that 
OT is practised.  While reading articles and discussing is a great tool, 
it is much more impactful to have real people from a different country 
telling you how it really is. 

Another student noted that, ... I believe that our interactions with 
the Swedish students helped to open up my eyes to experiencing differ-
ent cultures. Traveling is something I’ve always wanted to do, but I’ve 
never had the money to go. This experience gave me an opportunity to 
gain knowledge of a different culture without actually having to be there.

Yet another student said that ... having the Swedish students in-
teract with us through webcam was a wonderful way of learning about 
different cultures and understanding their value systems. Having this 
interaction has helped me realise how this can be arranged and that 
it is another possible way of learning.

As evidenced by the data, many students perceived that the 
synchronous online interactions were more significant for their 
learning than other course elements because the interactions gave 
the students access to information that they might not have had 
otherwise; however, the students also linked the interactive sessions 
to their community outings and recognised the importance of the 
outings in their own right as new ways of learning. One student 
commented that …talking with the Swedish students, and understand-
ing through the class outings that there are different cultural practices 
and values even in cities like [ours] has most significantly helped me 
answer these questions.

Another student said that ... I think that getting to go on two 
outings during class really made me aware of all the diversity and how 
to appropriately handle it within our own city was very helpful. I also 
think that getting the chance to talk to the Swedish students was also 
beneficial to learn a different perspective.

The students also saw the experiential outings as important in 
and of themselves, as well. One stated, ... By going on these outings 

Table V: Case-based reflection questions for synchronous 
online interactive sessions
Reflection # Question

1 & 2 1. What might be some primary concerns about 
this case in U.S. and non-U.S. occupational 
therapy contexts?

1 & 2 2. Would you expect that this case would be 
handled similarly or differently in U.S. and non-
U.S. occupational therapy practices?

1 & 2 3. In what ways would you expect this case to 
be handled similarly or differently outside the 
U.S.?

1 & 2 4. Where might you find information about 
how this case would be handled in a non-U.S. 
occupational therapy context?

1 & 2 5. How might you go about finding information 
about non-U.S. occupational therapy contexts?

2 6. What one aspect of this course has been 
most significant in helping you think about and 
answer the questions listed above?
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I was able to see first-hand how the different course topics affected 
people. I better understood what we were learning when I was able to 
apply it to a group of people. Having specific examples that I could pull 
clarified what we were learning and class and enriched the experience.

Another student wrote that ... These outings have greatly 
impacted the way in which I view the community around us. It was 
interesting to view the difference in populations just outside of our 
campus walls. It leads me to believe that gathering research about 
different populations and cultures cannot necessarily always be done 
only from the classroom.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Although the U.S. students had limited engagement with com-
munity members and Swedish peers due to the introductory 
nature of the outings and online interactive sessions, these ex-
periential learning opportunities appeared to represent a novel 
and important form of engagement for most students. Jeffery10 
asserted a fit between experiential learning, occupational therapy’s 
core philosophical roots, and the profession’s current focus on 
producing change agents who seek justice. Schaber, Marsh, and 
Wilcox13 also noted the salience of experiential learning as a “sig-
nature” pedagogical approach in occupational therapy education. 
Positive student feedback regarding both elements of this course 
redesign adds another voice in support of experiential learning 
in occupational science and occupational therapy education. Al-
though student feedback mechanisms did not lend themselves to 
a specific focus on what students learned about human occupation, 
they did indicate that experiential learning helped students solidify 
and apply understandings related to culture. This pilot project af-
firms recent findings from other universities that local and global 
experiential learning can increase occupational therapy students’ 
perceived understanding of culture and its impact on occupation 
and occupational therapy practice21. 

Jeffery argued that “... the educational aspect of [experiential 
learning] is dependent on the level of processing involved during 
and after the experience”10:6 and that a crucial part of experiential 
education occurs when “... the teacher actively encourages or en-
ables critical reflection on the experience”10:8. The findings from this 
pilot project indicate that students valued the structured reflections 
associated with experiential learning opportunities. The need to 
create more opportunities for students to experience and reflect 
on what they learn requires educators to be more explicit about 
how, why, where, and what they teach. Whereas other experiential 
approaches such as problem-based learning have solid grounding 
in the occupational therapy literature15, approaches that focus on 
community and technology-rich learning spaces are not well detailed 
in existing scholarship. Accordingly, student feedback on this course 
redesign provides encouragement for educators to share how they 
utilise novel learning spaces and reflective processes in occupational 
science and occupational therapy programmes.

Student feedback suggests that having opportunities to apply 
occupation-related concepts through local and global learning pro-
vides benefits beyond traditional instruction alone. Given that the 
pool of occupational science authors has become increasingly global 
in recent years33,34, it is likely that opportunities for international 
student interactions vis-à-vis occupation-related concepts will only 
become more feasible in the future. A broad foundation in occupa-
tional science enabled the U.S. students to dialogue and learn with 
international peers about a range of topics without the need for 
detailed knowledge of occupational therapy practice; hence, this 
pilot course redesign showed that experiential learning can occur 
relatively early in occupational science and occupational therapy 
students’ educational programmes. Early, non-clinical exposure to 
local and global issues related to occupation gives students time 
to form habits of thinking and communicating that they can refine 
throughout their education and practice. Jeffery, who has stressed 
the importance of experiential learning as a vehicle for socialising 
occupational therapy students into professionals, noted that

“…developing an awareness of the “big picture” and concepts of the 
occupation at a societal and global level …can be described as devel-

oping action competence within the areas of direct interest to the 
profession (unemployment, poverty, homelessness, occupational 
deprivation, etc.). This process is potentially enabled by education 
principles that incorporate concepts such as nurturing and devel-
oping self- awareness, empowering learners to critically construct 
knowledge from core values of the profession, and having direct 
meaningful experiences within the communities of interest”10:11.

Thus, as educators explore opportunities for experiential learn-
ing about occupation, they must do so with an eye toward the types 
of occupational therapy professionals they want to shape.

Regarding the logistics of local and global experiential learn-
ing, considerations related to infrastructure are key. Connecting 
with community members to schedule outings takes time, and 
advance planning is required to safely transport students to and 
from community sites. The infrastructure for synchronous inter-
national online interactions is more complex. Given the ubiquity of 
technology, synchronous online interactions can occur with little 
direct cost if internet access (and sufficient bandwidth), a web 
camera, microphones, and speakers are present on a university’s 
campus. However, dedicated course design support and planning 
is essential to ensure that the where and how of synchronous online 
interactions match why and what students learn in a course. The 
course release and instructional design support I received through 
the Innovative Teaching Fellowship were essential to matching my 
teaching goals with experiential learning activities, technology use, 
and student learning outcomes. Likewise, having time within OCS 
372 to prepare the U.S. students for the experiential outings and 
synchronous interactions and help them reflect on those experi-
ences was important to the learning that resulted from those ex-
periences. Planning with my Swedish colleague for the interactive 
sessions also required significant work over a long period of time, 
and departmental support to evaluate and refine the experiential 
learning opportunities has been vital to their continued success in 
subsequent iterations of OCS 372.

Aside from attention to planning and infrastructure, it is im-
portant to consider how experiential learning might unintention-
ally privilege certain perspectives. Local community partners with 
limited resources may not be able to host student groups, and the 
internet bandwidth needed for synchronous online interactions 
is not a guaranteed amenity at all universities. The pedagogical 
approach described in this article may thus inadvertently privilege 
perspectives from more affluent local organisations and global re-
gions. Accordingly, occupational science and occupational therapy 
educators must be vigilant in examining which perspectives are 
privileged by experiential learning and how to avoid inadvertently 
excluding partners from particular places due to infrastructural 
constraints.

Future directions
Both redesigned course elements continue to be used in OCS 372. 
Based on the results of the 2012 and 2013 data, I added community 
guest speakers to the course to give students additional opportuni-
ties to discuss their local experiential learning. My Swedish colleague 
and I also collected data from both U.S. and Swedish students in 
2014, the analysis of which is ongoing. In subsequent iterations of 
OCS 372, I aim to add interactive sessions with occupational science 
and occupational therapy students from other parts of the world, 
particularly the global South.

CONCLUSION
Local and global experiential learning can positively impact students’ 
learning about human occupation if structured opportunities for 
reflection are provided. As educators pursue experiential learning 
opportunities, it is important to consider how experiential educa-
tion fits within a course’s overall design and objectives. The time 
is right for educators to use concepts related to human occupation 
as a platform for local and global experiential learning. However, 
such uses must attend to infrastructure and support needs without 
ignoring the possibility that pedagogical platforms may indirectly 
exclude certain local and global voices.
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