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ABSTRACT  

When students enter a bachelor program in occupational therapy, they engage in a 
variety of learning activities. To explore students’ perceptions of learning activities, this 
qualitative study investigated the experiences of six first year students participating in 
an occupational therapy study program at a Norwegian university. The students took 
part in two focus group interviews. The interview analysis focused on meaning and 
ended up with three main themes: 1) Getting to know each other through collaborative 
learning activities, 2) Engaging in classroom learning activities, and 3) Approaching the 
syllabus and doing assignments. The study concludes that early engagement in social 
and collaborative learning activities can be a meaningful prerequisite to future learning 
focused on meaning and feeling safe in the learning environment. Teaching styles also 
influence students’ engagement in the occupation of studying, with the change from one 
teaching style to another being particularly challenging for the students.  

 
In Norway, entering a bachelor program in occupational therapy means, for most 
students, their first entry into a university. This transition means becoming accustomed 
to an occupation-based curriculum, occupation focused learning, occupational science 
and that the use of occupation to enable health is the center of their education 
(Coppola, 2013; Hocking, 2016; Hooper et al., 2015; Howarth et al., 2018; Price et al., 
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2017; Wilcock, 2000). The curriculum also requires students’ engagement in a variety of 
learning activities, such as groupwork, attending lectures, discussions, reading the 
syllabus, doing assignments and skills- training. The learning activities take place both 
inside and outside the classrooom. Including, in the context of this study, planning and 
performing a field trip as a collaborative practical activity.  
 
Studying requires students’ engagement in sustained occupational effort, persisting with 
diverse activities over many years (Ennals, 2021). In Norway occupational therapy is a 
three-year bachelor study, a period where the occupational therapy students develop 
their independence and generic skills (Stigen et al., 2022). The initial year can be a 
particularly sensitive period where students become accustomed to the student role in 
higher education, develop their academic identity and adapt to a series of new learning 
activities (Keptner, 2019; Spedding et al., 2017; Thordardottir et al., 2020). Like any 
other health care students planning to practice in health and social services, 
occupational therapy students must engage in both academic learning activities and 
practical training, such as self-directed learning, web-based learning (technology and 
visual aids), and clinical skills training (Hills et al., 2017). They take part in activities 
such as attending classes, completing assignments, and reading prescribed texts. From 
a student point of view, these activities are not always perceived as positive. Negative 
experiences also influence students’ roles, and the effort to become more scholarly can 
be frustrating (Ennals et al., 2016). For example for students with mental illness, 
activities such as attending groups and classroom activities can be particularly 
demanding (Ennals, 2021).  
 
For first year students, the process of finding their place and belonging in a new and 
different learning environment and to make sense of their learning can be problematic 
(Crooks, 2017; Masika & Jones, 2016). Students must deal with some level of 
uncertainty, tension, and frustration as they may lack the necessary skills, strategies 
and resources to adjust to the unfamiliar learning environments and new occupational 
patterns (Kaelin & Dancza, 2019; Keptner, 2019; Masika & Jones, 2016; Spedding et 
al., 2017).  
 
Activities that involve meeting other students and socializing can increase their 
confidence and help students develop individual and social skills, student identity, and 
belonging (MacFarlane, 2018). Activities such as group work and social activities can 
also contribute to a sense of community (Hammar Chiriac, 2014). Students benefit from 
situations where they can learn from each other, such as discussing common issues in 
group work and in peer tutoring. These situations provide opportunities to improve their 
academic engagement and increase their awareness through clarifying concepts with 
peers (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Hammar Chiriac, 2014; Spedding et al., 2017).    
Learning activities that enhance teacher and student relationships and communication 
are important to motivate student learning, and students enjoy approachable and 
encouraging teachers, who treat them as adults and with respect (MacFarlane, 2018; 
Meriläinen, 2014). A learner-centered approach, including activities stimulating and 
supporting students’ reflection processes can enhance students’ professional  
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development (Dahl & Eriksen, 2016). Lecturers in occupational therapy can engage 
their students by providing examples, enthusiasm, feedback, and class discussions to 
bridge the gap between theory and practice rather than traditional, instructional 
strategies (Murphy et al., 2020).  
 
This study is contextualized within a larger prospective cohort study, where the data 
collection is largely based on annual student surveys. Several studies from the ongoing 
project have expanded the knowledge about students’ learning, their perceptions of the 
learning environment, and how such perceptions develop across the study program. 
These are all studies based on quantitative methodologies (Bonsaksen et al., 2017; 
Stigen et al., 2022; Thordardottir et al., 2020; Thygesen et al., 2020). Thus, insight into 
the occupational therapy students’ learning experiences and the activities from which 
these experiences arise, as derived from the students’ own words, is lacking. The first 
year occupational therapy students’ learning experiences are vital for the students’ 
retention, and therefore important to adress in research (Boehm et al., 2017). Thus, the 
aim of this study was to investigate learning activities as experienced by first year 
occupational therapy students.  

 
Design and Methods 

This qualitative interview study is part of a longitudinal investigation into the learning 
processes and learning environment as perceived by occupational therapy students in 
Norway. In the larger longitudinal study, one cohort of students (starting the education 
program in the fall of 2017) was followed up with annual surveys throughout their three 
years in the study program. All six occupational therapy education programs in Norway 
were involved in the larger study.  
 
In addition to the annual surveys, interviews with students were conducted at various 
time points at the involved universities. In this qualitative study, the data were collected 
from students at one of the universities (Oslo) towards the end of the first study year. As 
the interview studies were considered supplementary to the annual surveys, we did not 
want to add to the students’ demands by asking them to participate in several interviews 
throughout the study program; thus, we restricted the interview period to this stage of 
the students’ progression.  
 
Participants, Context, and Data Collection  
The participants were first-year, fulltime students in a three-year bachelor program in 
occupational therapy. The students were recruited to the interview study based on their 
willingness to participate in an annual survey conducted with this cohort of students. 
Among the first-year students eligible for participation in the survey (n=76), 24 opted to 
participate. Among these 24 students, several also stated on the consent form that they 
were willing to participate in subsequent interviews. These students were later re-
approached and asked to participate in interviews, and six of them confirmed their 
willingness to do so. They were five women (F) and one man (M) aged from 19 to 43 
years: F, 26 years; F, 19 years; M, 23 years; F, 43 years; and F, 23 years. 
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As a part of the context the first-year curriculum consists of four different courses:  
Health, occupation and activity analysis; Anatomy and physiology; The everyday life of 
children and adolescents; and Physical health, occupation, and participation. To get to 
know each, the students attended lectures, groupwork, and skills training and took part 
in learning activities consisting of both indoor and outdoor activities. Social activities 
such as playful activities in the gym, and a fieldtrip in the woods, involving collaborating 
on activity-analysis were also considered learning activities. Each course is organized 
by two lecturers, while many lecturers are involved in teaching the courses. 
 
Interviews  
The participants were divided into two groups. Each group was interviewed twice about 
their experiences and perceptions of learning activities and environment. Two associate 
professors and researchers, who were employed at the present university and already 
known to the students, performed the focus group interviews. In the interview situation, 
the first author had the role of the main interviewer, and the second author had the role 
of a moderator (Halkier, 2003). The first interview aimed to explore the students’ 
engagement in and experiences of different learning activities. The second interviews 
explored the students’ perspectives on how they learn and the influence of the learning 
activities and environmental factors on learning. Both interviews made use of open-
ended questions where the students were encouraged to discuss specific events or 
situations of studying. Typical questions were: How do you learn? Can you tell us about 
some learning activities or situations where learning happened? Can you give us some 
examples of being engaged in learning activities or situations?   
 
Analysis 
The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. We used interview analysis, 
focusing on meaning content and performing a theory based analysis  (Brinkmann & 
Kvale, 2015). To gain an overview of the material in the initial phase the authors read 
the transcribed material, consisting of 109 pages, double lines. In the first phase we 
looked for relevant patterns and themes, but also for contrasts and similarities in the 
material (Malterud, 2017b). Three of the authors (MA, HB, GM) had several discussions 
and meetings to explore natural meaning units and preliminary themes. We then 
condensed the temporal meaning units of text material according to similarities and 
differences of relevance to the research question (Malterud, 2017a).Then we started to 
code the meaning units, to systematize and organize them into code groups by adding 
one or more keywords to the meaning units (Malterud, 2017a). 
 
First Level Analysis 
By staying close to the informants’ quotes we ended up with codes, such as Possible 
activities for learning, with subgroups of learning activities such as for example: 
watching videos, listening to lectures, discussing in groups and in the classroom. The 
key words could, for example, be related to difficult language and lack of motivation.  
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Second Level Analysis 
For the second level analysis the code groups and our continuous discussions lead to 
three themes, which we analyzed from a critical commonsense understanding 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The researchers’ critical commonsense understanding in 
this situation was that they shared and discussed an understanding of the field of 
occupational therapy and occupational science, of educating occupational therapists 
and of research. These experiences contributed to our discussions.  
 
Third Level Analysis 
Then, as a third level of interpretation, we added a theoretical understanding to our 
discussion (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Our theoretical view was inspired by an 
occupational perspective, where the term occupation involves meaning and experience, 
while activity, such as cooking, is an objective term (Cutchin & Dickie, 2013; Jonsson & 
Asaba, 2017). Students are viewed as occupational beings, where occupations (such as 
studying, learning and teaching) influence their health and wellbeing (Wilcock, 2000). 
From a transactional perspective students’ learning and knowledge production is seen 
as a constructive, social, and meaning making process, a co-creation of knowledge and 
value from a common purpose (Boyles, 2018; Garrison, 2013; Rudsberg et al., 2013). 
Meaningful teaching, education and learning involve processes of inquiry, discussions, 
reflections and common investigations of meanings and standpoints, and active 
experimentation in learning activities is considered essential to learning and something 
we do (Garrison, 2001, 2013; Hansen, 2002). Therefore, to understand the aim of 
education, teaching and learning we need to take the learners’ perspectives into 
account (Harðarson, 2018).  
 
Trustworthiness 
The two researchers who conducted the interviews were familiar with the context of the 
study and themes that were open for discussion. This raises questions of ‘going native’, 
from being personally involved with the students and in discussions (Silverman, 2017). 
This is, however, a qualitative interview study, that never claims to be objective in the 
process of gathering the empirical data material. By conducting a follow up interview, 
based on their position as associate professors, the two researchers who conducted the 
interviews were also in a position of interacting with various themes and follow up 
questions in terms of respondent validation (Silverman, 2017). Their familiar 
relationships with students could have influenced their responses.    
 
In the process of analysis transparency and respondent validation is based on using the 
informants own words to elucidate themes (Moen & Middelthon, 2015). Our 
interpretations were not discussed with the students, which weakens the member 
validation from their perspective. The first three authors met several times to discuss the 
possible meanings to shape the findings, thereby added communicative validity to what 
we believe is the main content of the students' reflections. By presenting key reflections 
and discussions in a first person perspective and presenting our commonsense and 
theoretical interpretations we also aimed at achieving communicative validity in the 
process of analyzing the material (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The first three authors are 
also well informed on occupational science literature and a transactional perspective, 
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which strengthens the theoretical validity of this project. The results represent only six 
Norwegian students and cannot be generalized to other students at other universities. 
They can, however, contribute to a better understanding and knowledge of how some 
occupational therapy students’ learning activities are perceived and can therefore 
contribute to a broader debate of studying, learning, and teaching as central 
occupations.  
 
Ethics 
According to the relevant research ethics procedures, the study received approval from 
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data for gathering, storing, and using the data 
(project no. 55875). At recruitment, all participating students signed a written consent to 
participate. Several students also consented to participate in additional subsequent 
interviews. When approached with the invitation to participate in the interviews, six 
students confirmed that they wanted to take part. All participation was voluntary, and 
students could withdraw their consent at any time. 
 

Results 
The results are presented in three themes: Getting to know each other through 
collaborative learning activities; Engaging in classroom learning activities; and 
Approaching the syllabus and doing assignments.  
 
Getting to Know Each Other Through Collaborative Learning Activities 
Our informants all agreed that starting a bachelor’s program was challenging, but talked 
about how teachers, through the planned organization of collaborative learning activities 
and social occupations, created opportunities that could facilitate the development of 
safe relationships within the student group. Although the introductory course covering 
occupational therapy, occupational science and activity analysis was a comprehensive 
course with many learning outcomes, the students spoke first and foremost about the 
importance of the social environment: 

 
You know, very few people learn well if they feel lonely, so the fact that we have 
a strong focus on establishing a good social environment in class, that may be 
what helps us try a little harder, so we can test our capacity when the social life 
has calmed down a bit.  

 
The students emphasized the importance of some level of social belonging and social 
support for generating the necessary will to take the risks involved in doing learning 
activities. One student even argued that this was a prerequisite to future learning. The 
main point was that feeling safe in the classroom together with their new classmates 
was important for wanting to learn, to come to the university, and to push yourself a little 
further.  
 
During the introductory course the students took part in several collaborative 
occupations in the gym that involved creativity, play, expression, and physical contact. 
One of the occupations was planning a field trip in the forest with games and a lunch. 
The planning included activity analysis of the route into the forest, including the use of 
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public transport and finding the right paths in the forest, of the steps involved in 
barbequing and of the introductory games involving students and teachers when they 
had reached their destination. These occupations were mostly appreciated and seen as 
fun. At the same time being forced to engage in creative activities was also challenging, 
and students described initial tension participating in these activities. However, 
occupational collaboration and having fun were found to be a key to the development of 
trust between the students, and probably between the students and staff in a new 
learning environment:  
 

We are forced to be with each other. No one has the energy to be tense over a 
long period of time when we are placed in situations where we must be together 
with each other. 
 

The students also thought groupwork and practical activities were important for the 
development of a safe learning environment. They particularly mentioned the 
importance of projects where they had to make something, where there was a lot of give 
and take, where everyone made suggestions, and not all suggestions were feasible. 
One example was making splints, a project that allowed everyone to make suggestions 
and communicate to solve practical issues in developing this competency.      
 
Engaging in Classroom Learning Activities 
Students described that their engagement in classroom learning activities to some 
extent depended on how teachers conveyed the curriculum. The students in our study 
described that they could become disengaged in learning activities if the teacher for 
example relied on reading a manuscript out loud as opposed to conveying the content 
with engagement. Lecturers mainly repeating the syllabus without adding new 
knowledge can be boring for the students, and did not promote learning in the same 
way as discussions and reflection around central problems did:  
 

I don’t like it when they only read the PowerPoints, I can do that on my own at 
home. But if they really explain the main points of that PowerPoint, that's what 
you really want, and then things fall into place.  
 

In general, the students wanted the teachers to frame new knowledge within a familiar 
context, and to both facilitate and expect the students to work on integrating new 
knowledge. The students expressed appreciation of teachers who enabled them to 
understand difficult issues through posing good questions. Engaging discussions on 
central issues in the curriculum was mentioned as one way to integrate knowledge. 
 
Talking in the classroom takes some courage, and some students said they felt 
vulnerable within that context. Interestingly they could feel insecure both if teachers 
gave clear answers, stating what was right and wrong, and if teachers refrained from 
answering the question but opened it up for reflection. Their main point was the lack of 
consistency in teaching styles, so they did not know which response to expect from the 
teachers.  
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The students found it challenging to adapt to different expectations and teaching styles. 
This experience is exemplified by a quote where one of the students explained the 
experience of transitioning between the four different courses: 

 
No matter which course you attend, it is like a new shock, because you have 
grown used to one way of thinking, then you get a teacher with another way of 
thinking and reasoning, and you must get used to that, so you spend quite a lot 
of time getting used to it.  
 

From a student perspective lack of consistency and predictability in teaching styles 
between the teachers at the occupational therapy program could reduce the students’ 
engagement in classroom learning activities. They pointed out that the process of 
learning could meet some challenges when they transitioned to the next course, 
encountering different expectations among their teachers than they were used to from 
the previous course. We give some examples in the following results.    
 
Approaching the Syllabus and Doing Assignments 
The students were engaged in many different learning activities, such as reading 
required literature to fulfill their learning outcomes. All students agreed that to organize 
and read the first-year syllabus was a complex learning activity. It took time to get to 
know the syllabus, read it properly and find meaning in the texts. Some even said that 
they had no benefit from reading as they found the literature heavy reading as it could 
be written in other languages than Norwegian, poorly written, and sometimes of poor 
quality:  

 
It's a bit boring to feel that you're missing out on knowledge because it's very 
hard to read. And then it is very good to have a seminar that clarifies it so that it 
becomes easier to address the English texts 
 

Some seminars were constructed around reading, presenting, and discussing a book-
chapter or an article. They served a dual purpose of sharing thoughts and discussing 
content. The content and meaning of complex literature can be hard to grasp, and the 
seminars were a place where students had the opportunity to discuss both with other 
students and with teachers. Discussions could also relieve some insecurity, and help 
students understand the broader context and meaning of what they had read.  
 
How teachers organized their reading lists varied. In the first course the teachers 
provided information on which part of the syllabus that would be covered in the lesson, 
and which part of the reading list to read for each lecture. One student pointed out that 
with this information she could spend her time reading the syllabus, without having to 
look up which books or articles to read and when to read them, as this was experienced 
as time-consuming and challenging. In the next courses they found that reading lists 
were not structured in the same way:  
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Because now you are meant to organize the reading list yourself, and then I lose 
my capacity like that! I mean, it’s fine that we should look things up in the 
literature, get to know the reading list, I thoroughly agree with that. But, to have 
the knowledge to know what is more relevant – if I must spend time on that, then 
I’m spending time on that rather than on reading something.  
 

Students did not agree that they themselves should sort out relevant literature, and it 
made little sense to them to find the relevant literature on their own when teachers knew 
where to start reading. The students suggested that when teachers have already 
decided what to read, they might also give some supervision, as they have the expertise 
to know what is most important to read when and why. Learning to navigate a reading 
list was not a priority to them. 
 
Just as important, the students found that other activities, like drawing, looking at 
pictures or videos were important for their learning:  
 

I don't get anything out of reading because it goes straight out again. So, I must 
sit and draw, like drawing the respiratory system, not reading about it, because 
then I don't understand a thing. So, I must watch videos with, for example, a 
person explaining, and then see pictures and videos about it. 
 

In some subjects the students may learn from watching videos. This was frequently 
mentioned as a learning occupation they did in addition to attending relevant lectures. 
One student explained that s/he got the central points from watching videos for every 
diagnosis they needed to learn. The students also made use of scrutinizing pictures of 
muscles and joints together and discussing in groups:  
 

I had to be with two other buddies on the course, and we sat together for several 
hours every day for a couple of months, and learned together, and we just 
simply… we didn't even read it first. Then we just got together and tried to 
remember something from the lecture, and then it was like - No, this is wrong.  
 

Working through the lecture in a group seemed to provide a safe learning environment 
where the students could find out whether they had understood the lecture or not. 
Students are also expected to submit various assignments. Sometimes what they were 
expected to do was unclear to them, because complicated language made the 
assignments difficult to understand:   

 
There is quite a barrier to start the assignment in front of you, because of the 
phrasing and language. You know, when the language is really complicated, the 
will to get on with that assignment, for me anyway, is much lower. Because, in a 
way, when the language is difficult, and those around you don’t understand it 
either…. then in a way... it’s difficult to know what the assignment is about. 
 

9Asbjørnslett et al.: Engagement in Learning Activities

Published by Encompass, 2022



Discussion 
Our first result shows that when the students first become engaged in collaborative 
learning activities and social occupations, this engagement can create opportunities to 
develop a safer relationship within the group of first-year occupational therapy students. 
Previous research has shown that when students enter the university they can feel 
lonely, and it can be challenging for students to get accustomed to new paradigms of 
academic and practical learning in a new environment (Crooks, 2017; Ennals, 2021; 
Spedding et al., 2017). From a perspective of learning, both academic and social 
context are important when students transition to higher education (MacFarlane, 2018). 
From an occupational perspective, learning is literally something they do that engages 
their attention, interests, and expectations (Cutchin & Dickie, 2013). How social and 
academic activities influence students’ learning is therefore relevant information in 
building an educational environment between students and teachers. This relationship 
between learning and learning environment is also in line with the main learning 
outcomes of the Norwegian curriculum in occupational therapy, addressing the 
relationship between occupation and health as main outcomes. 
 
Our informants also suggested that the importance of developing a safe and supporting 
relationship between new students, social belonging, and social support can be a 
prerequisite to coming to school and wanting to learn. This argument is supported by 
research indicating that meeting new friends and developing social relationships can 
help students transition to university (MacFarlane, 2018). This highlights Dewey’s 
conception of environment, that education is never direct education, but is achieved by 
means of the environment (Hansen, 2002).  
 
From an occupational perspective the health and wellbeing of individuals is 
strengthened when occupations are perceived as meaningful (Wilcock, 2000). Bringing 
people together through engagement in shared activities is also occupation in practice 
(Humphry & Wakeford, 2013). Our results also show that when students are “forced to 
be together” in social activities as part of their learning activities, this can be meaningful 
and helpful in developing friendships and getting to know the other students better.  
 
Previous research argues that working as a team and helping each other is also central 
to the sense of belonging to a course (Masika & Jones, 2016). Sense of belonging from 
the students’ perspectives, can in addition to taking part in learning activities be 
enhanced through activities such as playing in the gym and planning and implementing 
the forest fieldtrip. The activities are examples of creative, playful, collaborative, and 
social activities helping the students in the process of finding their place and belonging 
to a course. At the same time, the nature of occupation is subjective, and we (as 
teachers) cannot know if occupations offered to students are meaningful to them 
(Howarth et al., 2018).  
 
Occupational therapy is embedded within occupation-based learning and science, 
where engagement in occupation is the core subject of occupational therapy (Coppola, 
2013; Hooper et al., 2015; Howarth et al., 2018; Sadlo, 2016; Wilcock, 2000).  A central 
part of the occupational therapy curriculum in Norway is to promote health and quality of 
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life through engagement in meaningful occupations and participation. In the context of 
education, teachers need to be aware of the aim of education, as achieving that aim is  
a prerequisite of successful teaching at the end of a course (Harðarson, 2018). Within 
the context of education, we see that occupational therapy lecturers build some of their 
educational activities on occupations that are both playful and creative while serving the 
overall aim of addressing learning outcomes such as activity analysis, engagement, 
activity adaptation and social participation, all unique purposes in occupational therapy 
practice. As a part of their education, social activities can also serve as learning, and 
according to Dewey this practice is education as creative work and an art to fulfill the 
aims of education (Garrison, 2009).    
 
By offering a variety of activities and being aware of the meaning of occupations and 
that the engagement in for instance playful activities varies between students, lecturers 
can facilitate engagement for many. Some find playful and social activities challenging, 
while taking part can also relieve some social tension and strengthen the students’ 
capacity to develop trust within their group. The helpfulness of collaborative, playful 
activities is open to discussion, as there are students who do not favor social and 
creative activities; however, we gain some support from Dewey in that education and 
learning are a cooperative, social process of problem solving (Coppola, 2013; Dewey, 
1963), demanding some form of interaction for learning to take place.  
 
Our results suggested that the students found groupwork important to learning. 
Previous research points out how the meaning of social and communicative action for 
example in working as a group facilitates learning, and particularly academic learning 
(Hammar Chiriac, 2014). For the students, learning activities where they must make 
something, such as making splints, can be important to enhance practical problem-
solving skills.  
 
The second theme concerns students’ experiences with teaching styles. This reminds 
us that what teachers do in the classroom is important for the learning environment, for 
students’ learning and for meaningful teaching (Hansen, 2002). Our results point out 
that the consequence of reading PowerPoints verbatim or repeating the textbook, can 
be loss or lack of engagement, at least for those who have done their preparation and 
read the literature. The students’ experience also suggest how the communication with 
teachers in the classroom can help them learn and understand matters they did not 
understand before the lectures. Reflective learning as a part of the art of education is 
supported by Dewey, it is also considered meaningful learning, and thus a valuable 
support to developing a positive student identity (Garrison, 2009; MacFarlane, 2018). 
Having a sympathetic attitude towards the activities of the learner and entering into a 
common or conjoint experience may empower students’ learning and be consistent with 
Dewey’s conception of a clarifying learning environment (Hansen, 2002).    
 
This brings up the problem of what Boyles (2018) referred to as transmission or 
transaction of learning, where transmission can be seen as reduced to procedures of 
reproductive learning. Instead of transmission (such as reading from PowerPoints) the 
students suggested that teachers discuss and reflect on their literature with their 
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students and expand their lectures with practice examples (transaction). Meriläinen 
(2014) wrote that teachers’ duty is to support students in studying and learning, and 
approachable teachers support students’ wellbeing. Hovdhaugen and Aamodt (2009)  
suggested that a closer contact, guidance and follow up can improve the learning 
environment. Lectures filled with discussions engage the students in this study, and can 
contribute to better learning. This is also supported by the idea that when teachers and 
students make meaning together this is regarded as education from a transactional 
perspective, supporting the idea that the classroom should be a space of conjoint 
inquiry where teachers are socially engaged co-learners together with students (Boyles, 
2018; Garrison, 2013). This also highlights the matter of how to build on students’ 
engagement and interests to encourage activities like reflections and to approve the 
value of discussions of common problems, aims and purposes as important classroom 
activities (Harðarson, 2018; Rudsberg et al., 2013). At the same time, and consistent 
with Ennals (2021), the occupation of studying involves environmental demands and 
challenges, such as talking and discussing in the classroom, activities that, according to 
our informants, can make them feel vulnerable.        
 
Our third theme is about students’ experiences of how to approach their reading lists 
and doing assignments, activities that according to our informants are time-consuming 
activities, while they are not necessarily seen a promoting learning from students’ point 
of view. We follow Jim Garrisons reflections that theory, simply put, is the thoughtful, 
reflective phase of good practice (Garrison, 2013). Our results suggest that some 
students can find it difficult to understand the relevance and relative importance of the 
literature they read at this point in their education. They may find the literature complex 
and hard to read, sometimes also poorly written and irrelevant. Our results also indicate 
that based on relevant lectures some students can engage in groups “for hours and 
weeks” and can learn for example anatomy and physiology without reading the 
proposed syllabus. When students perceive the assignments and goals to be unclear, it 
can be difficult to see the purpose of the course they are attending, and a lack of 
purpose may be considered an aspect of choosing unproductive learning strategies 
(Biggs & Tang, 2011; Mørk et al., 2020). According to Harðarson, improvements in skills 
and abilities in an area needs to be clearly decided from predefined aims, shared with 
the students (Harðarson, 2018). Following this argument, we suggest that when the aim 
of education is clear, students can find various alternative activities for acquiring 
knowledge and skills, a practice which can support students’ increased autonomy in 
learning and open up a variety of options for learners (Harðarson, 2018; Murphy et al., 
2020). Scrutinizing pictures of muscles and joints can be seen as valuable activities to 
help students reach their goals in the occupations of studying and learning at a 
university. Such activities support a transactional approach of seeing students as 
growing, inquiring beings (Boyles, 2018). In our last result we have pointed out that 
sometimes teachers’ use of complicated or unclear written language can be a barrier to 
doing assignments, as it can make the intention of the assignment hard to grasp. Since 
doing written assignments (and exams) are one of many important learning activities 
this can be viewed as transmission of teachers’ intents and authority, but without clear 
communication it is not always sufficient to engage the students in their process of 
education.  
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Limitations of the Study and Further Research 
This study has several limitations and serves mainly to open the conversation regarding 
students’ experiences of studying, and their engagement in the learning activities within 
their study program. The study is limited to a particular context and involved a limited 
number of Norwegian students enrolled at only one Norwegian university. Thus, it does 
not represent all first-year occupational therapy students’ perceptions of their 
engagement in learning activities. From following first year students in this study, it 
would be relevant to follow up with second- and third year students. Exploring the 
perspectives of students who are more advanced in their university course might 
expand findings and demonstrate the changes that take place in the students’ learning 
needs as they progress through the course. It would also be relevant to include a 
broader selection of students from other universities and countries and to explore a 
broader selection of learning occupations in various learning environments. It would 
also be relevant to repeat the study to explore how the social distancing during covid 
has influenced learning and the learning environment.       
 
Implications for Occupational Therapy Education 
Lecturers in first year occupational therapy education can be aware that students can 
feel lonely and that organizing both social and collaborative activities, such as playful 
activities and field trips can help students get to know each other better and be an 
investment for future learning, but at the same time be aware of what students find 
meaningful or not meaningful must be investigated. When teachers organize their 
teaching activities in the classroom, awareness of how they engage the students in the 
process of their own learning and education can be important to address in the 
discussion of teaching and learning. Learning activities such as presenting 
PowerPoints, and initiating discussions are important activities that can be engaging or 
feel irrelevant to the students. Reading and organizing the reading lists was brought up 
as particular activities in the occupation of studying and learning. This is a problem open 
for discussion to teachers. Relevant problems to address; Do the students need 
guidance to sort out the literature according to the learning outcomes or not? Is the 
literature teachers suggest relevant to practicing occupational therapy? Is the language 
sometimes too complex to grasp for students? Our last result indicates that teachers’ 
intent and implicit language and knowledge of why they are doing what they do may be 
unclear to students and calls for a discussion whether teachers need to reflect on their 
academic expectations and their ability to convey the aims of the study program. This is 
a problem raised by Crooks; that of teachers needing to take their own epistemological 
beliefs into account (Crooks, 2017). From our view, this needs to be considered in 
transaction with students’ perspectives, experiences, and reflections.  
 

Conclusion 
When first year occupational therapy students enter university, social and collaborative 
activities can be a relevant prerequisite to feeling safe in the learning environment and 
in the occupations of studying and learning. Students find different ways to make sense 
of required learning activities, such as taking part in lectures. Reading the required 
literature is one of the activities that sometimes makes little sense, and poorly worded 
and academic language in the curriculum can represent a barrier to students’ learning. 
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Transitioning between different course modules and adjusting to the different 
expectations and ways of doing required activities of learning can be particularly 
demanding for the students. When teachers have different ways of organizing reading 
lists, communication, and assignments between the courses, this influences students’ 
learning and the meaning attached to these occupations. As a part of communication, 
when teachers use complicated written language, this can be a barrier to doing written 
assignments.    
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