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Novice occupational therapists' perceptions of
their undergraduate management fieldwork
experience

Introduction: The complexities of managing occupational therapy and
rehabilitation services necessitate the strengthening of undergraduate
management and leadership education. However, there is paucity of
literature on experiential learning of management- and leadership
competencies for occupational therapy students. This study explored
the perceptions of novice occupational therapists regarding their
undergraduate management fieldwork experience at a university in
South Africa to determine how well it prepared them for their first year
of practice.

Method: A qualitative exploratory-descriptive research design was
used. Sixteen novice occupational therapists who were trained in one
occupational therapy programme in South Africa were purposefully
sampled, in their community service year. Telephonic interviews were
conducted, transcribed verbatim, and data were analysed inductively
using Braun and Clarke's six phases of reflexive thematic analysis.
Results: Four themes emerged from the data: What was new /
unfamiliar, gap between theory and practice, inhibitors to learning
management skills, and benefits of management fieldwork.
Conclusion: The study provided insights on unique opportunities for
experiential learning of management and leadership competencies in
real-life clinical setting. The fieldwork experiences prepared participants
for their first year of work and promoted professional and personal
development. Occupational therapy educators should adopt
experiential learning as an approach to foster the development of
management and leadership competencies at undergraduate level.

Implications for practice

e Management and leadership competencies should be viewed as
equally significant to clinical competencies, and students should
be equipped with these competencies for future roles as
practitioners.

e Experiential learning can be used to strengthen management
and leadership education at an undergraduate level in preparing
students for management realities during community service
and beyond.

e Understanding perceptions of novice occupational therapists
regarding their undergraduate management fieldwork
experience and how it prepared them for community service
may foster the development and revision of curricula that
effectively respond to the community service realities.

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Healthcare management describes attaining predetermined health-
related objectives through human-, financial-, and technical resources'.
The core business of management in healthcare is to ensure that
healthcare institutions function smoothly and efficiently through
effective leadership to deliver quality healthcare services’. Despite
being distinct concepts, management and leadership have
interconnected roles and responsibilities®. According to the Health
Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA)*, management and
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leadership competencies and their related functions encompass
planning, organising, coordinating, directing, controlling resources,
decision-making, problem-solving, innovative thinking, and effective
communication.

Healthcare management education and training programmes are
crucial for ensuring effective leadership succession in all healthcare
professions, including occupational therapy. The HPCSA minimum
standards for occupational therapy education mandate undergraduate
occupational therapy programmes to include management skills
education and training*.

Despite this mandate, the lack of uniformity in developing
undergraduate health sciences training programmes remains a
concern®. Universities that offer health sciences degrees provide
management education and training programmes based on different
frameworks and objectives. Some universities offer leadership
programmes on an elective basis®. Pitout et al> pointed out that the
programme designs, and teaching approaches vary between
universities and are influenced by professional ethos, community
health needs, and the requisite competencies for graduates.

According to Lachance and Oxendine’, leadership education and
training programmes should be process-focused, authentic, innovative,
practice-based, and empowering to students. The study conducted by
Abou Hashish and Bajbeir® at a health sciences university in Saudi
Arabia conceptualised within situated learning theory and social
learning theory, evaluated how an undergraduate management and
leadership training course impacted nursing students’ professional
development in preparation for clinical practice after graduating. The
training course was developed to include six clinical sessions of hands-
on learning of management competencies, a six simulation sessions of
peer interaction and role-playing to enable understanding of leadership
competencies. Following each session, students participated in a
reflective process through debriefing meetings. The study concluded
that the training course might have considerably improved
students’ managerial and leadership competencies, which could be
used in students’ own plans for future careers.

A case study of Daaleman et al.° conducted in the United States of
America, described the development and implementation of a
leadership training programme for undergraduate medical students
through a medical-business school partnership model. The training
programme used a competency-based model as its theoretical
framework. It exposed students to leadership concepts and provided an
opportunity to practice leadership skills through interactive group
activities and role-playing. Students were given adequate practice time
as needed before they were given feedback on their performance,
allowing them to reflect and take lessons from the feedback. Although
some students were unimpressed with the activities used in the
programme, they agreed that the leadership training programme
improved their communication skills and abilities for team
collaboration in preparation for future roles as practitioners.

Management and leadership competencies are essential graduate
attributes necessary for successfully completing community service. In
South Africa, the community services programme for healthcare
professions involves allocating new graduates, including occupational
therapists, to a public health setting for a one-year mandatory paid
work®. Some of the rural facilities are under-resourced, with no full
complement of lower-level management staff. In these instances,
novice occupational therapists are independently responsible for
effectively managing occupational therapy services. Anecdotal
evidence suggests that up to 45% of novice occupational therapists
were placed in healthcare facilities with no other occupational
therapists in 2024. It is, imperative that undergraduate occupational
therapy students are equipped with management and leadership
competencies to deal with community service realities.

A few universities in South Africa offer a submodule on management
to occupational therapy students as part of their content within a
Fundamentals of Occupational Therapy module. However, this study
focuses on the module offered at one particular university in Gauteng
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province. The module content is structured to extend from the first to
the final year of undergraduate training. Students receive theoretical
contentin a lecture setup from first to third year, with practical
applications expected in the final year during fieldwork. It introduces
students to management and leadership concepts such as operational
planning, implementation, and controlling occupational therapy and
rehabilitation service delivery at all levels of healthcare. Furthermore, it
aims to equip students with the competencies needed to practice as
administrators and case managers upon graduating as occupational
therapists.

Fieldwork is a platform for applying, integrating, and practicing
theoretical foundations learnt in a real-world clinical setting'. During
the final year, occupational therapy students at this university complete
management fieldwork for a minimum of three days in an unfamiliar
occupational therapy practice setting of their choice that they have not
previously been exposed to during other clinical fieldwork. Students are
expected to arrange their placement instead of the traditional practice
of the university allocating clinical placements to students and taking
care of all logistical arrangements. Students are expected to work
independently or in pairs to profile the setting regarding management
and leadership styles, level of care, human resource management,
operational planning, team collaboration, continued professional
development policies, record-keeping policies, marketing, and
budgeting strategies. In addition, students were expected to conduct
situational analysis and complete a mini-project that addressed the
identified needs of the practice setting. The management analysis and
project details form part of the portfolio of evidence presented in class
at the end of the year to further expose students to the reality of
management in various settings.

The management fieldwork education offered by the university aims
to empower students with management and leadership competencies
through practical learning. A suitable method to achieve this is through
experiential learning. In Kolb's own words: “Learning is the process
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of
experience” ", The management fieldwork education is guided by
'Kolb's experiential learning cycle, in which active fieldwork
participation may lead to the acquisition of concrete experiences.
Students are required to compile a portfolio of evidence to enable
reflective observation of their learning experiences. Students are also
required to compile a PowerPoint presentation that included a SWOT
analysis of their fieldwork placement to enable abstract
conceptualisations and extrapolate the real world of work after
graduation.

There is a need to equip healthcare students with managerial and
leadership competencies so that they are ready for community service.
However, empirical research on the perceptions and experiences of
healthcare graduates regarding management and leadership training
programmes is sparse. The present study explored the perceptions of
novice occupational therapists regarding their undergraduate
management fieldwork experience at a university in South Africa with
regards to how well it prepared them for their community service year.

METHODOLOGY

Study design

This study was guided by a qualitative phenomenological research
design using both exploratory and descriptive approaches®. The
research approach allowed for exploring and interpreting
undergraduate management fieldwork experiences shared by novice
occupational therapists to gain insight into their lived experiences. The
study was reported based on the 32-item checklist of the Consolidated
Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research™.

The first author is a qualified occupational therapist in his post-
community service year, working in public service. Data collection was
conducted by the first author under the mentorship of the second
author, who is an experienced qualitative researcher with a PhD. The
primary author knew some of the participants as previous university
junior students. To reduce researcher bias, authors participated in
ongoing reflective sessions with each other, which assisted in
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establishing the researcher's positionality, examining the interviewing
style, and setting aside pre-existing perspectives about the
management fieldwork by recognising and appreciating participants'
unique perspective®. Participants were informed that they will be asked
about their management fieldwork experiences before granting
consent.

Study population and sampling

The target population in this study was novice occupational therapists
who graduated in 2023 from one university in South Africa and were in
their community service year. Purposive sampling was employed to
recruit 16 novice occupational therapists out of a class of 28 graduates.
All 16 recruited novice occupational therapists participated, with no
dropouts or refusals to participate. Participants were recruited through
WhatsApp Messenger and phone calls. Participants were only eligible if
they had at least five months of community service experience.
Participants completed management fieldwork at various settings
including in public hospitals, community health centre, private medico-
legal practice, adult physical rehabilitation practices, vocational
rehabilitation and hand therapy practices Thirteen participants were
under the supervision of senior staff members, while three participants
were responsible for managing departments in their respective
community service placements.

Table I: Semi-structured interview guide

Data collection

The first author initiated the data collection process by explaining the
study's purpose and allowing participants to ask questions before they
granted consent. Semi-structured interviews were conducted
telephonically, in English, and lasted between twenty to thirty-five
minutes. An interview guide (shown in Table I, below) containing
predetermined open-ended questions based on the reviewed literature
was used to explore novice occupational therapists’ perceptions of the
management fieldwork experience in preparation for their community
service year. Open-ended questions were used to elicit in-depth and
rich data. Data redundancy was reached when similar aspects were
noted during data collection. The interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim using the dictate function of Microsoft Word.
Authors read and verified data transcripts before the analysis process.
Pilot interviews were conducted with 4 novice occupational therapists
who graduated in 2022. The interview guide was subsequently revised
to include follow-up questions on the first three main questions to elicit
more responses. Data from pilot interviews were not included in the
study.

Question No ‘ Questions
Please tell me about your experience of the management fieldwork you
1. completed during your final year. What are your thoughts on your management

fieldwork experiences?

What positive experiences did you have when learning about management and
2. leadership during management fieldwork? How did such experience influence
your professional development and your personal growth?

What are the challenges you encountered when learning about management and
3. leadership during management fieldwork? How did such experience influence
your professional development and your personal growth?

What do you think could be done specifically to improve the learning experience

4 of students during management fieldwork?
Which opportunities were available for students during Occupational Therapy

5. Applied that could enhance preparation for management and leadership
responsibilities?

6 Do you think the management fieldwork was suitable in preparing you to deal

] with management and leadership responsibilities during community service?

What are the suggestions and/or recommendations you have for improving

7. students' ability to deal with management and leadership responsibilities during
community service?

8. Is there anything else you would like to add?

Data analysis

The transcribed data were analysed using Braun and Clarke's six phases
of reflexive thematic analysis'. The flexibility of the approach facilitated
the enactment of subjectivity, creativity, and continuous reflections
throughout the analytical process. Constructionist, experiential,
inductive, and latent orientations shaped the analytical process'®"”. The
process allowed the authors to take note of the relevant recurring data
while seeking to comprehend the meaning and meaningfulness of the
experiences, as well as interpret the hidden meanings from the
perspectives of participants.

The authors carefully read through the data transcripts several times
to gain familiarity with the contents and the embedded meanings. To
generate initial codes, relevant data extracts were identified and
organised into meaningful groups. Authors met weekly to reflect and
deliberate on their differences to establish common understanding of
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each other’s interpretations. The developed codes were organised into
coherent and meaningful patterns and further grouped to create
categories. The coded extracts were reviewed and compared to the raw
data to confirm that they were consistent with the study objectives.
Some categories were combined, and themes were created. The
themes were defined, revised, and named accordingly. Before
producing the report, the authors synthesised and integrated the
themes and categories to eliminate ambiguous, unclear, and repeated
phrases.

Trustworthiness

Credibility was established by listening to audio recordings and studying
transcripts multiple times to develop a thorough understanding of the
management fieldwork experiences from the perspective of novice
occupational therapists. Confirmability was achieved through weekly
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peer debriefing meetings with each other to discuss and eliminate
discrepancies in the interpreted findings. Audit trails and
methodological documentation were used to assure dependability. To
ensure transferability, the contextual background of novice
occupational therapists and the purposive sampling method employed
in the study were described. Thoughts were noted along with the
participants' responses, ensuring reflexivity and trustworthiness, and
reducing bias®.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the Sefako Makgatho University
Research Ethics Committee (SMUREC/H/76/2024:PG). Participants
provided informed consent before data collection began. Researchers
ensured that participation was entirely voluntary and that there were
no negative repercussions. Participants were all treated with respect,

Table II: Demographic profile of participants (n=16)

Pseudonyms Gender Age

Fieldwork choice

fairness, and courtesy throughout the interview process. Interviews
were conducted individually to guarantee privacy and confidentiality.
Data were password-protected and stored securely by the Protection of
Personal Information Act (POPIA) and presented anonymously using
pseudonyms'®,

RESULTS

The study profiled demographic characteristics of participants in terms
of gender, age, type and province of fieldwork choice, and the
community service placement setting. Of the 16 novice occupational
therapists, 11 were female (69%) and five were male (31%), with mean
age of 23.8, as shown in Table Il (below). Most participants completed
their management fieldwork at public general hospitals and were
placed at rural healthcare facilities.

Community service Supervised/

placement unsupervised

Public general . .
Kyra Female |22 hospital Urban hospital Supervised
Public general . .
Megan Female |23 hospital Urban hospital Supervised
. Private practice . :
Jessica Female |24 , Rural hospital Supervised
psychiatry
Natalia Female |24 PUbh.c general Rural hospital Supervised
hospital
Mbali Female |23 PUbh.c psychiatric Rural hospital Unsupervised
hospital
. Public general : .
Sipho Male 23 hospital Rural hospital Supervised
Public community Urban community :
WS s A2 health centre health centre S
Private practice hands
Angelina Female |26 theraPy and Rural hospital Supervised
vocational
rehabilitation
Private practice adult : :
Musa Male 25 physical rehabilitation Rural hospital Supervised
Private practice adult : :
Kate Female |22 physical rehabilitation Rural hospital Supervised
Public general Rural community .
Katlego Male 23 hospital health centre Supervised
: Private practice adult . :
Siyabonga Male 25 physical rehabilitation Urban hospital Unsupervised
Jabulani Male 28 PUhh.c general Rural hospital Unsupervised
hospital
Ntombi Female |27 PUbh.c general Rural hospital Supervised
hospital
Sherly Female |23 Prwalte practice Rural hospital Supervised
medicolegal
. Public general Rural community .
Connie Female |22 hospital health centre Supervised

Analysis of the obtained data produced four overarching themes as
shown in Table Il (page 5). The identified themes are augmented by
relevant categories and associated verbatim responses.
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Table Ill. Themes and categories

Theme 3
Inhibitors to

Theme 4

Benefits of
management
fieldwork

learning
management skills

Theme 1 Theme 2
What was new / Gap between
unfamiliar? theory and practice
*Opportunity for * Theory versus
application reality

*|nterpersonal *Mo ready-made

relationships solutions

+Reality of work

environment

THEME 1: What was new / unfamiliar?

The first theme focused on participants’ unique experiences of
management fieldwork and is supported by three categories, including
opportunity for application, interpersonal relationships, and the reality
of the work environment.

Management fieldwork provided unique opportunities for
experiential learning of management and leadership competencies that
differed significantly from traditional clinical fieldwork placements.
Participants pointed out that they took active roles in managing daily
operations while practicing leadership skills in a real-life clinical
environment:

“I had to be like proactive and be the one organising the whole project
things, so the manager, she guided me on how to do so. | was the one
who was to call the groundworks people, the works department at the
hospital. So, for me as a student to be given such a task and to
delegate...It was such a huge step to take... Because | was in the
management position..." (Karabo)

Participants established relationships with fieldwork staff that differed
from what they came to expect in other clinical placements, allowing
them to be considered as equals. The relationships between
participants and the fieldwork staff were friendly and cordial, resulting
in a supportive working environment that promoted optimal
experiential learning of management and leadership responsibilities:

“Like I did not go there as a student, | went there as someone who is
working...” (Mbali)

The people were friendly and accommodative ...they were so natural. |
wish | could work there, yeah. It was nice, the person who was
supervising us...was so friendly and open." (Megan)

The diversity of fieldwork placement exposed participants to the
adverse realities of the work environment. Participants became more
aware of workplace dynamics in the form of interpersonal conflicts
between staff in the work environment due to their focus on
management and leadership. The participants could identify conflicts
that arose in the workplace and understood the significance of using
specific management styles to effectively address these conflicts:

“...What was clear it will be the management styles that should be put
in place in certain private practises, you understand. So, there is a lot of
conflicts when it comes to therapists just having an OTT [staff that
assist occupational therapists] in a private practise...” (Siyabonga)
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*Preparedness of *Preparedness for

students community service
*Logistical *Personal growth

challenges *Professional growth
«Staff related

challenges

*Project realities

“So, it was not nice to be in an environment where the therapists do
not get along." (Karabo)

THEME 2: Gap between theory and practice

The second theme elucidated the dissonance between the
management theory learnt in class and the practical realities
experienced during management fieldwork placements. The two
identified categories associated with theme 2 were differences in
expectations created by theory versus reality and no ready-made
solutions to problems. Management and leadership concepts form part
of the curriculum, however opportunities to implement these theories
during fieldwork placements were reported to be sparse, limiting the
experiential learning of problem-solving skills.

There was a gap between management theory and practical reality
which surfaced during fieldwork. Although participants were expected
to apply management and leadership concepts during fieldwork
placements, these possibilities were limited:

“Because during the management module at school we talk about the
ordering, the project management, project proposals and
everything... when we went to the affiliation visit [management
fieldwork], we never really did much of that..." (Sherly)

Disparities in expectations between theory and practical realities were
also underscored by the fact that management and leadership concepts
were not fully applicable during community service. Participants shared
that opportunities to practice the learnt theories were sparse because
they were mainly responsible for clinical patient care while senior
personnel handled management and leadership responsibilities:

“For my part, | do try some of the things that | have learnt, but at the
capacity that | am at, my work is more client-based than it is
paperwork-based.” (Angelina)

It is imperative to address the disconnect between management theory
and practice in order to equip occupational therapy graduates with the
management and leadership skills required to bring about solutions in
the running of occupational therapy services. Participants believed that
further efforts to strengthen experiential learning of management and
leadership skills are required to promote strategic thinking, service
development and evaluation, coordination and resources
management, effective communication, team development and

problem-solving skills:
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“I feel like the university is very lecture-based and... [during
community service] you have to do trial and error and there is no
room for that when service is ongoing..” (Angelina)

THEME 3: Inhibitors to learning management skills

The third theme focused on the factors that hampered optimal
experiential learning of leadership and management skills during
fieldwork. Barriers experienced were related to participants’
preparedness to complete the management fieldwork. Factors such as
fieldwork staff related challenges in understanding of leadership and
management skills, logistical challenges, as well as project realities,
were also identified as barriers to experiential learning.

Even though management fieldwork was intended to be completed on
individuals' own time and students were notified months in advance,
participants were underprepared. The participants’ negative mindset
regarding using recess time to complete management fieldwork
hampered their ability to optimally learn management:

“I mean people do not take it seriously, but go there for vibes [having
fun rather than learning] ..." (Ntombi)

“...the students...should not view affiliation visit [management
fieldwork] like it's just as a waste of time. | feel like... once you see it as
that this affiliation visit [management fieldwork] is just wasting my
recess time ...you don'’t learn much...” (Megan)

It became apparent that management and leadership concepts were
not adequately integrated into all clinical fieldwork, resulting in
participants focusing solely on direct clinical patient care while
neglecting experiential learning of management and leadership skills:

“.. We tend to neglect the management side, and we focus on
occupational therapy applied [clinical subject in the curriculum] which
is disadvantageous because we are at those institutions to learn not
only how to treat patients, also we are there to see how to provide
services how to issue assistive devices, how to procure those assistive
devices..[and] how to market the department itself” (Katlego)

The management fieldwork outcome of making one's own
arrangements was intended to promote and measure students’
independence in taking responsibility for their own learning while
acquiring concrete experiences. Participants encountered several
logistical challenges related to securing their own fieldwork placement,
transportation funding and practicalities, which were hurdles to
effective learning. Inadequate funding for transportation influenced
participants’ decision on the choice of their fieldwork placements and
hampered participants’ learning opportunities:

“Okay, so the first one was a transport issue because | was staying at
campus at the time and the practise is in [town] ...and there is no bus
from in the morning from campus to town. So, | had to then catch a
taxi to town, and it is unpredictable. (Sherly)

“[Due to] ...financial concerns, | could only afford to go there most
minimum number of days possible." (Angelina)

Participants’ learning was hindered by staff related challenges such as
the lack of knowledge regarding management and leadership
competencies, as well as an incorrect understanding of the
management fieldwork expectations. Participants outlined that
fieldwork staff were uncertain about how to effectively facilitate and
support participants’ learning experiences. Not all students were self-
directed in their learning but rather expected, as happens in other
clinical blocks, that the staff will take the lead in designing the learning
experience. Some fieldwork staff assigned patients to students, limiting
participants’ ability to learn about management and leadership
responsibilities:
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“They [fieldwork staff] were not knowledgeable about what ‘'we’re there
for...I don’t think they have the knowledge, the necessary knowledge
of what is expected in terms of teaching us about the management
overall, and also, they tend to be all over the place trying to give us
information. So, if students do not have exactly what they need from
the therapists, they will not be able to get it"" (Connie)

Another barrier to learning was that participants were allocated certain
projects that fieldwork staff deemed appropriate, limiting participants’
opportunities to learn to be innovative and problem solve:

“...1did not come up with the project ...they came with the project
themselves [fieldwork staff] .." (Karabo)

THEME 4: Benefits of management fieldwork

The fourth theme shed light on the unprecedented benefits of
management fieldwork outlined by novice occupational therapists. The
management fieldwork experience enabled participants to better
prepare for occupational therapy practice realities in their community
service year. There were lessons gained through the fieldwork
experience that fostered participants’ personal and professional
growth.

Management fieldwork experiences were essential in preparing
participants for the realities of community service. Participants doing
community service at facilities with no occupational therapy
professionals, significantly appreciated the fieldwork experience. The
participants felt that the practical hands-on experience not only
improved their management and leadership skills, but it also aligned
their community service expectations:

“If  was not exposed to such [management fieldwork], I wouldn't
know what kind of an environment that 'I'm going to be exposed to
[during community service] ...how will | manage that department on
[by] myself. So, it taught me a lot especially when you are alone as a
therapist..." (Siyabonga)

There were valuable lessons drawn from the fieldwork experiences,
which fostered personal growth and development. Participants
understood that effective time management was a crucial attribute to
have as an occupational therapist and that showing up on time for
meetings has a favourable impact on one's reputation:

“It is better to arrive at a meeting early than being late because that then
leaves a good impression on the person... and also first impression
matters if | got there in the first day, | am late it does not leave a good
impression." (Sherly)

Participants who completed their fieldwork at private practice
placements understood the importance of hard work. Having
experienced the complexities of maintaining a private practice
developed a feeling of intense dedication and utmost devotion:

“I feel like it had helped me because | have developed a character to be,
to put my foot forward. If | want something to be done, | will make sure
it is done... I think it pushed me to be more in control of what | want to
be..." (Jessica)

The lessons gained from fieldwork experience led participants to reflect
on their unique personal attributes. Participants reflected on whether
they have the necessary attributes to provide effective leadership
beyond their community services:

“...it made me think okay that, am | a leader? would | want to be a
therapist in someone else’s practise? ...if | have to reflect on my
strengths and my weakness... | am not a leader, but | am a team player”
(Sherly)

The fieldwork experiences provided participants with the opportunity
to learn valuable lessons necessary for their professional growth.
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Participants who conducted fieldwork at public institutions were
exposed to the realities of how limited resources hampered service
delivery. Being in resource-constrained facilities enabled participants to
appreciate the value of managing resources through practical lessons
on stock control measures. The exposure enhanced participants’
innovation and capacity to solve problems:

“I thought everywhere OT departments are all the same. When | was
in my affiliation, | got to see that in District Hospitals in Limpopo there
are limited resources, like you have you come up with a lot... it
requires you to think on the spot.” (Natalia)

The participants were exposed to an environment where they could
clearly observe team collaboration and leadership roles in the
department. The practical exposure allowed participants to learn how
effective leadership and collaborative ethos among team members
impact departmental success in terms of meeting its strategic
objectives:

“.. they are a small department, but they have good leadership skills,
that is teamwork. They work together which is good for the
department.” (Mbali)

Another reported benefit of fieldwork experience was participants’
exposure to different health information systems. Participants learnt
about the digital record-keeping system and perceived it to be more
effective than manual record-keeping:

“They used online App...even when you are home you can get an
update about your patient. So, when someone is at work, and they are
writing notes they write it on that App." (Siyabonga)

DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this was the first study that explored the perceptions
of novice occupational therapists regarding their undergraduate
management fieldwork experience in terms of how it prepared them for
first year of work. There were fewer male participants than females,
reflecting the demographic profile of the registered occupational
therapists in South Africa®. Most participants were exposed to
management and leadership styles widely used in public healthcare
institutions through their fieldwork experience. The emergent findings
emphasised participants' unique experiences with novel management
fieldwork which underlined the existing gap between learnt theory and
practice realities. Although participants encountered some challenges
in learning about management and leadership responsibilities, they
believed that management fieldwork had prepared them for
community service realities by exposing them to the expected
management and leadership roles through real-life experiential
learning.

What was new / unfamiliar?
The findings of the present study revealed that some participants had
unique opportunities to implement management and leadership
theories by taking active leadership positions and delegating tasks to
support staff to ensure successful project execution during the fieldwork
placement. Participants utilised the opportunities to gain managerial
and leadership competencies through experiential learning. These
findings are consistent with previous research, which has shown that
leadership and managerial training programmes provide students with
opportunities to practice leadership skills such as providing directions,
delegating responsibilities among the team, and managing services®.
Management fieldwork experience not only provided opportunities
for practicing leadership and management skills but also allowed for the
development of meaningful relationships marked by, from the
participants point of view, unexpected friendliness and cordiality.
Participants mentioned that previous fieldwork experiences sensitised
them to the possibility of not necessarily having positive experiences.
The positive connections between participants and fieldwork staff
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fostered manual respect and a conducive learning environment 2.
Students learnt effectively in a conducive learning environment where
fieldwork staff challenged them to become more independent®
Grenier’ emphasised the positive impact of fieldwork staff with well-
developed interpersonal skills and professionalism on students’
learning.

Participants perceived the negative workplace dynamics in the form
of interpersonal conflict between two or more fieldwork staff to be an
uncomfortably unfamiliar experience, mainly because they were
accustomed to positive interpersonal relationships from their
traditional clinical fieldwork. These findings were not surprising
considering the widespread lack of manual respect and poor
interpersonal relationships among healthcare professionals in the
workplace”?!. The exposure enabled participants to appreciate the
value of good conflict management strategies in the workplace, where
conflict is a reality that they need to learn to negotiate effectively.

Gap between theory and practice

Our findings indicated a concerning gap between the learnt
management and leadership theories and the practical realities
encountered during fieldwork placements. The disconnect between
participants' expectations and what was realistically implementable at
undergraduate level brought about negative perceptions about the
suitability of management fieldwork. Participants believed that some
aspects of their fieldwork such as actual budgeting, operational
planning and leadership were not applicable, making it difficult to
satisfy some of the fieldwork learning outcomes. Previous studies have
also shown that participants had negative perceptions regarding the
necessity of leadership training at the undergraduate level®. Efforts to
close the theory-practice gap may involve the use of simulation and role
plays to compensate for a lack of practical experience due to practice
realities.

The study indicated that even though, management and leadership
are addressed theoretically, opportunities for practical application need
to be created during clinical fieldwork. In any occupational therapy
fieldwork setting where students do clinical work, specific opportunities
to display management and leadership could be identified, for example,
giving students opportunities for planning and execution of marketing
projects. Practical exposure within the university curriculum has been
found to provide new graduates with practical skills and the confidence
to know what to do in the field, thus making the transition into practice
less stressful®.

Recigno et al.?® suggest that leadership development is a social and
mentored process that may be facilitated through various strategies
within specific context. Universities must be intentional in finding a
good balance between theoretical learning and practical teaching,
which is critical to promoting the sense of occupational balance during
the transition from student to new graduate”. Opportunities for
management and leadership responsibilities could be strengthened
through mentorship during community service.

Inhibitors to learning management skills

Students’ levels of readiness can have a substantial influence on the
process of knowledge and skill acquisition. The current study found that
some participants had negative perceptions toward using school recess
to complete their management fieldwork. Some participants attended
their fieldwork for the sake of completion rather than for the intended
purpose, since they considered it to be less important than clinical
competencies®One possible explanation is that the mark contribution
of this particular fieldwork was less substantial than the traditional
clinical fieldwork. A possible solution would be to integrate
management and leadership evaluations in all clinical fieldwork. The
negative perceptions may be attributed to the participants” lack of
preparedness, which hindered their learning experience. It was obvious
that some participants did not familiarise themselves with the content
of the management study guide and did not seek more guidance from
the lecturer before completing their management fieldwork. Literature
points to that educators must pay greater attention to understanding

Volume 55, Number 2, August 2025 7



how students are enculturated to the idea of leadership development?.
Pre-fieldwork briefings may be effective in acquainting students with
the learning outcomes outlined in the study guide, fostering the
preparedness of students to fully embrace opportunities for learning
management and leadership competencies.

One of the outcomes of the management fieldwork was that
students needed to become more independent in making own
arrangements and taking responsibility for their own learning. It
emerged that participants experienced logistical challenges, such
securing a suitable placement for their fieldwork. Participants stated
that some logistical challenges were secondary to limited financial
resources to cover transportation to fieldwork placements. As a result,
several participants could only afford to cover their own transportation
costs for the minimum number of fieldwork days. The logistical
challenges, compounded by financial constraints, could have had a
negative effect on 'participants’ learning opportunities.

The logistical challenges identified in our study were often not
reported in other fieldwork studies because the traditional fieldwork
logistical arrangements are primarily the responsibility of the training
institutions??2 A revision of the curriculum with the goal of integrating
management fieldwork with traditional clinical fieldwork could address
these challenges. Students should also be involved in identifying
suitable fieldwork placements within their communities that may
provide learning opportunities that will adequately prepare them for
community service realities.

Our study also revealed that participants encountered staff-related
challenges, such as a poor understanding of management fieldwork
expectations and management and leadership competencies. While
fieldwork staff offered support, it was evident that poor understanding
of the expectations resulted in fieldwork staff assigning students with
patients to clinical work, thus limiting participants’ experiential learning
of management per se. These findings contrast with the staff-related
challenges reported in a 2021 study, which found a lack of support and
supervision from fieldwork staff due to busy clinical schedules®. The
findings emphasise the need for an integrated curriculum that
incorporates practical learning of management and leadership skills
into clinical fieldwork?®. Sensitising fieldwork staff to the importance of
exposing students not only to the treatment of patients but also to
opportunities to observe how the services are managed may foster a
change in the attitude of clinicians towards the participation of students
in managerial and leadership tasks.

Another impediment to participants’ learning experience was the
fact that fieldwork staff allocated projects to participants that
participants did not see as relevant. Ideally, the decision on the project
should be done collaboratively between staff and students, based on
the challenges that staff identified during operation planning. Although
project allocation may have been intended to offer support to students,
it also limited participants’ ability to learn to be innovative and solve
problems that would have surfaced during situational analysis.

Benefits of management fieldwork

The management fieldwork experience contributed to participants
preparedness for the realities of community service. Participants,
particularly those completing community service at rural healthcare
institutions, valued their fieldwork experience and believed that it
prepared them to take on current management responsibilities. The
exposure also helped participants create reasonable expectations in
terms of work demands and professional responsibilities awaiting them
in their community service year'®. These results underscore the need for
universities to expand fieldwork opportunities for occupational therapy
students, with a particular emphasis on rural practice®.

The fieldwork experience allowed participants to appreciate how
good time management has a significant bearing on one's reputation.
Participants learnt that running occupational services is a challenging
responsibility that requires not just hard work but also commitment and
sacrifice. Participants were engaged in a reflective process about their
own leadership potential, which facilitated both personal and
professional growth®,
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Participants also revealed that the fieldwork experience had a
substantial impact on their professional growth. It was evident that the
lack of resources was a daily occurrence in most public healthcare
facilities. Therefore, participants acknowledged the need to implement
stock control measures to ensure service continuity. Participants learnt
how a culture of teamwork and competent leadership influenced
departmental success in terms of achieving strategic objectives. These
findings mirrored those of Abou Hashish and Bajbeir®, who found that
students valued team collaboration shortly after participating in a
managerial and leadership training programme. Furthermore,
participants were able to compare the digital record-keeping system
with manual record-keeping, which contributed to their professional
development.

CONCLUSION

Innovative andragogical approaches are necessary to enhance
management and leadership education for future healthcare
professionals. It was discovered that management fieldwork provided
unique opportunities to apply learnt theories while developing
management and leadership competencies in a supportive real-life
clinical setting. Participants’ experiences demonstrated a gap between
the management theory and the actual workplace realities after
graduation. Participants acknowledged that the complexities of
managing occupational therapy services require effective management
and innovative problem-solving skills.

Logistical challenges related to a lack of financial resources, poor
understanding of expectations from both participants and fieldwork
staff, and negative perceptions towards the timing of the fieldwork all
emerged as barriers to experiential learning. These barriers could be
addressed by incorporating management and leadership competencies
into clinical fieldwork. The findings also brought to light how
experiential learning through management fieldwork had fostered
students’ preparedness for management and leadership roles during
community service. Management fieldwork experience has significantly
contributed to participants’ development, both personally and
professionally. It is therefore important that occupational therapy
educators employ experiential learning within an integrated fieldwork
curriculum to promote the development of management and
leadership competencies at undergraduate level.

Limitations of the study

Our study was limited in that it focused exclusively on the perspectives
of novice occupational therapists from a single university; therefore, the
findings cannot be generalised to all novice occupational therapists in
South Africa and in other countries. The depth of the collected data
could have been impacted by using telephonic interviews, which
excluded the opportunity for the observation of possible nonverbal
communication which may have enriched the data collection process
and influenced the interpretation of responses. The one-time data
collection method also limited the potential to capture how
participants’ perspective evolved over time as influenced by
community service experience. In the near future, we intend to adopt a
longitudinal approach with multiple data collection points to capture
changes in participants’ perceptions. The interpretation of the study
findings should also consider potential recall bias since data were
collected several months after participants completed the management
fieldwork. Despite these limitations, the study findings could be used to
make changes to this fieldwork design to improve the learning
experiences of students in future. Insights from this study should be
considered to improve management and leadership curriculum design.
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