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Abstract 

 As occupational therapy programs begin to shift from entry-level Master’s to Doctorate 

curriculum, progressing the rigor accordingly while holding true to the field’s occupational roots 

remains a crucial consideration. At a private university in the Midwest, faculty were working 

against time constraints while building an entry-level doctoral occupational therapy program 

from the ground up and sought to establish a healthy, professional culture between faculty and 

students. This capstone experience and project addressed these goals by exploring the role and 

expectations of working as an educator in the program. Learning experiences were centered upon 

developing content related to pediatric and adolescent mental health. In tandem, a community-

based learning opportunity for the occupational therapy students was developed and executed. 

This project helped ensure that students were receiving an integrated and informed education that 

encompasses emerging areas of practice, including mental health. Progressing the field of 

academia is critical to in turn progress the field of occupational therapy as a whole. This project 

granted the university time and labor to research and develop effective approaches to educate 

occupational therapy students in order to best serve future patients.  
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Exploring and Implementing Evidence-Based Educational Approaches in an Entry-Level 

Doctoral Occupational Therapy Program 

 In an ever-evolving world of health care, delivering high-quality, up-to-date occupational 

therapy (OT) education remains a challenge. Educators are expected to provide students with a 

detailed education on a myriad of topics including anatomy, mental health, clinical intervention, 

critical reasoning, and ethics, while remaining holistically focused on the topic of occupation. All 

the while, there are countless avenues for which the educational content can be delivered to 

students. To address this dilemma, the purpose of this education-focused capstone project was to 

support development of an entry-level Doctor of Occupational Therapy program through 

identification and application of evidence-based educational approaches.  

 This capstone project took place within Concordia University Ann Arbor’s Department 

of Occupational Therapy. Concordia University Ann Arbor (CUAA) is a private Lutheran 

university in Michigan. Total enrollment in the university is about 1,300 students, with less than 

200 of those being graduate level students (By The Numbers, 2023). At the time of this capstone 

project, the CUAA entry-level occupational therapy doctoral degree program had been granted 

Candidacy Status by the Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education (ACOTE) 

of the American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA). Their first OTD cohort began in 

July 2022 and was composed of 13 students. By the time this project began, one student had 

been dismissed, leaving 12 female students in the cohort. The CUAA OT Program is a full-time, 

year-round, 109-credit program. A hybrid model is utilized with the intention of allowing 

flexibility for students and recruiting a more diverse cohort. With this, students are on campus 

for face-to-face learning two to three days per week.  
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Dr. Nicole Onori Hansen, who serves as an assistant professor and the doctoral capstone 

coordinator at CUAA, served as the site mentor for this experience. Dr. Onori has earned both a 

Master’s Degree (M.O.T) and Post-Professional Doctorate Degree (Dr.OT) in Occupational 

Therapy as well as an M.S. in Counselor Education. She served as adjunct faculty at the 

University of Minnesota for almost five years before coming to CUAA. Dr. Onori was the lead 

instructor in the course that content was primarily developed for, titled ‘Psychosocial & 

Emotional Aspects of Occupation.’  

Literature Review 

 The intention of this literature review was to gather preliminary research surrounding 

educational models and strategies. While this review highlights the effectiveness of hybrid 

models, non-traditional fieldwork, and introduces an occupation-centered learning model, an 

existing need remains to further examine what pedagogical approaches are most effective to 

develop critical thinking skills and enhance feelings of confidence and competency in students.  

Efficacy of hybrid models in comparison to traditional programs 

 According to Mu et al. (2014), a hybrid program delivers 30-79% of its content via 

internet technology. Hybrid programs are among the fastest growing enrollment sections in 

higher education (Mu et al., 2014). The goal is to enhance student engagement by capitalizing on 

the strengths of both face-to-face education while opening the doors to innovation and flexible 

content delivery (Mu et al., 2014; Jensen & Lally, 2018). Hybrid programs have been shown to 

allow more flexibility while targeting the necessary communication skills in order to succeed in 

health care (Jensen & Lally, 2018). With this, the number of programs offering online options 

has increased: Jensen & Lally (2018) stated that in the 2014-2015 school year, over 70% of 

doctoral-level occupational therapy programs offered some type of distance education, up 20% 
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from the year prior. While the flexibility and incorporation of modern technology are key 

benefits, researchers sought to compare educational outcomes of hybrid models with traditional 

programs, where 100% of content is delivered face-to-face (Mu et al., 2014). Jensen & Lally 

(2018) and Mu et al. (2014) conducted similar studies in this realm, comparing grade point 

average, Fieldwork Performance Evaluation Scores, NBCOT practice exam scores, and NBCOT 

pass rates between programs. Neither study found a significant difference in student performance 

between the programs studied (Jensen & Lally, 2018; Mu et al., 2014). Along with this, Jensen & 

Lally (2018) noted that the mean age of students in the hybrid cohort was significantly higher 

than the traditional cohort students, with students in the hybrid cohort averaging 27 years old 

versus 23 years old.  

 Based on these findings, hybrid programs may increase accessibility for non-traditional 

learners, such as those who are older, have families, or need to work while attending school. 

However, a common theme across studies included in this review is the significantly smaller 

sample size of hybrid students than traditional students. While this may be due to hybrid 

programs not being as common and therefore admitting less students, further evidence is 

required to support the evidence presented in this review. Regardless, such evidence that 

graduate-level outcomes can remain the same in a hybrid format further paves the way for more 

programs to introduce a distance-learning option in the future.  

The impact of nontraditional fieldwork on clinical reasoning 

 Clinical competence serves as the foundation of occupational therapy education, and is 

predominantly taught via fieldwork (Matilla et al., 2020). While level II fieldwork in 

occupational therapy programs looks similar across the country, level I fieldwork differs by 

institution (Nielsen et al., 2020). Level I fieldwork is designed to reflect what is taught in 
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didactic curriculum, and as a result, produces various outcomes throughout academic curriculum 

(Nielsen et al., 2020). Within level I fieldwork, students may be exposed to traditional and/or 

nontraditional placements. Traditional level I fieldwork typically consists of a registered 

occupational therapist directly supervising students while they perform tasks placed in the 

context of clearly established roles (Gat & Ratzon, 2014). Nontraditional fieldwork, on the other 

hand, may involve standardized patients, virtual simulations, or may take place in a setting where 

occupational therapy services are not available on site (Turesson & Falk, 2021; Matilla et al., 

2020; Gat & Ratzon, 2014). While the Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy 

Education (2018) has stated that simulation is an acceptable method to utilize in early clinical 

education, there are limited resources available.  

 Multiple studies have sought to compare the development of various student skills in 

traditional versus non-traditional fieldwork placements. Researchers have found that experience 

in nontraditional settings improved student’s personal skills, personal responsibility, cultural 

competence, reasoning, critical thinking, and analyzing skills, as measured by self-report and the 

Health Sciences Reasoning Test (Gat & Ratzon, 2014; Nielsen et al., 2020). Meanwhile, 

perception of professional skills has not been shown to differ significantly between traditional 

and nontraditional placements (Gat & Ratzon, 2014). When looking specifically at the results of 

the Health Sciences Reasoning Test, which measures reasoning and critical thinking skills, it is 

important to note that only students in the nontraditional setting showed significant gains in the 

Analysis subscale and on the test overall (Nielsen et al., 2020). However, the nontraditional 

fieldwork was accompanied by weekly discussion and assignments that were designed to target 

various components of reasoning, analytical skills were the only skills that showed marked 

improvement (Nielsen et al., 2020). Specific benefits of nontraditional level I fieldwork 
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experiences, as identified by students, included improved personal and professional 

development, better understanding of the value of occupation, further development of 

professional reasoning skills, and the opportunity to apply theory to practice (Nielsen et al., 

2020).  

 When incorporating virtual simulations and standardized patients into nontraditional 

fieldwork, preparation, reflection, debriefing, and feedback were identified as key determinants 

to success (Matilla et al., 2020; Turesson & Falk, 2021). Simulation provides students the chance 

to learn new skills, develop clinical reasoning abilities, and improve competency in working with 

both patients and family (Aebersold, 2018). From the student perspective, simulations were 

reported to be a safe environment where they could practice skills with less of a critical time 

frame and had the ability to make mistakes without risk (Matilla et al., 2020). The opportunity to 

practice clinical skills in an authentic, low-stakes environment before moving on to level II 

fieldwork resulted in students feeling more confident and better prepared (Matilla et al., 2020; 

Turesson & Falk, 2021). Additionally, simulation is an adequate substitute for traditional 

experiences that may be more rare or difficult to find (Aebersold, 2018).  

 With these results in mind, nontraditional fieldwork settings have been shown to enhance 

clinical competence at the same or better rates than traditional settings (Gat & Ratzon, 2014; 

Nielsen et al., 2020; Matilla et al., 2020; Turesson & Falk, 2021; Aebersold, 2018). Standardized 

patients and simulated fieldwork environments can be beneficial tools to incorporate into such 

settings to enable students to enhance their clinical reasoning skills and improve competency and 

confidence with low risk (Matilla et al., 2020; Turesson & Falk, 2021; Aebersold, 2018).  
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The Subject-Centered Integrative Learning Model 

 When creating curriculum for an occupational therapy program, all decisions for 

components to include must be backed by a learning framework. According to Hooper et al. 

(2020), no conceptual model up until this point has defined occupation-centered education, 

further expanded on its concepts and principles, and guided curriculum and instructional 

development. Because of this need for a learning framework that brings multi-disciplinary topics 

back to the core focus of occupation, the Subject-Centered Integrative Learning Model (SCIL-

OT) was created (Hooper et al., 2020). SCIL-OT outlines theoretical foundations, five key 

elements, and various principles of occupation-centered education (Hooper et al., 2020). The first 

element is that as occupation is the core subject of occupational therapy, it should subsequently 

be the core subject of occupational therapy education (Hooper et al., 2020). With this, the model 

emphasizes that the topics taught in occupational therapy programs are not distinct to 

occupational therapy and therefore lack a cohesive logic (Hooper et al., 2020). The third element 

of the model states that both students and educators alike are a part of the greater knowledge 

community and therefore learn together while developing further knowledge of occupation 

(Hooper et al., 2020). The fourth and fifth elements of the model highlight the influence of 

learning context, teaching, and assessment (Hooper et al., 2020). The authors introduce the 

concept of learning occurring “on the lines;” that is, learning should be designed to pull students’ 

attention away from isolated topics and into a focus on the connection to occupation (Hooper et 

al., 2020). The authors warn that without occupation at the core of education, students may have 

trouble integrating knowledge into an overarching understanding of occupation (Hooper et al., 

2020).  
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 The SCIL-OT model is being highlighted in this literature review as it has been identified 

by CUAA Department of Occupational Therapy as their guiding framework for developing 

curriculum. In holding occupation as the primary subject of the occupational therapy curriculum, 

the goal is that students will learn first and foremost how to think like an occupational therapist, 

and that all other knowledge will stem from this mindset.  

 When supported by reflection, debriefing, and feedback, nontraditional fieldwork models 

and hybrid occupational therapy programs have been shown to produce similar or better 

educational outcomes than traditional settings while enhancing critical reasoning skills and 

clinical competency. With this, the SCIL-OT model proposes an occupation-based learning 

framework that further aids the development of a frame of thinking that supports the necessary 

reasoning and decision making to act as a competent occupational therapist. Taken as a whole, 

utilizing evidence to make informed decisions when developing a new occupational therapy 

educational program can lead to better educational outcomes as well as students feeling more 

confident and competent when entering the field, which could therefore improve patient 

outcomes. However, continued research is still necessary, with a particular need for an increase 

in quantitative methods and larger sample sizes. Future studies should aim for more diverse 

sampling with active data collection as opposed to retrospective methods.  

Needs Assessment 

 With this knowledge in mind, a needs assessment was completed to further examine the 

needs of the capstone site. The CUAA OT Program Director, Academic Fieldwork Coordinator, 

and Doctoral Capstone Coordinator were interviewed to gain a deeper understanding of the state 

of the program. Specific interview questions can be found in Appendix A. It is important to note 

that these interviews were conducted approximately 8 months before this DCE took place. This 
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was also before the inaugural student cohort began the program. With that being said, many of 

the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats described below are time-specific and may 

have evolved as the program has grown and progressed. 

Strengths 

 Interviewees identified a variety of program strengths that connected to an underlying 

theme of intentional curriculum design and meaningful occupation. When considering a systems 

perspective, Concordia University is a small, private Christian university centered in a big city. 

This contrast allows students to experience the benefits of two vastly different communities. 

Additionally, given the nature of the university, the OT program is permitted to talk about the 

occupation of spirituality in a different way than other programs.  

Within the occupational therapy department, interviewees believed that the hybrid design 

allows more flexibility for both students and faculty. Additionally, physical spaces were 

intentionally designed and built for the OT program. This was completed in collaboration with 

CUAA’s physical therapy program, who is set to welcome its inaugural cohort in the fall of 

2023. Accompanying resources purchased for the program intentionally center on occupation, 

which is a source of pride for faculty. This thread of occupation is at the center of curriculum 

design, along with team-based approaches, cohesive integration, and incorporating spirituality. 

The curriculum includes a heavy focus on interprofessional engagement and simulations to foster 

meaningful learning for students.  

 In order to achieve successful implementation of the curriculum vision, interviewees 

described an intentional creation of a meaningful culture within faculty. Faculty training was 
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described as extensive and meaningful. Additionally, it was mentioned that faculty are eager to 

learn and grow in their new roles and were not yet experiencing burn out.  

Weaknesses 

 Sources of program weaknesses were primarily related to the overall newness of the 

occupational therapy program. Graduate-level and professional education programs are new to 

CUAA, and the School of Health Professions in particular is experiencing significant growth. 

Programs of this caliber require different support systems beyond what is already available at 

this small university. One example provided was the lack of sufficient library resources to 

complete graduate-level research. With this, the OT program is located off central campus, 

which prevents ease of access to additional resources such as work areas and food service.  

 Overall refinement of admissions processes, scholarship of teaching, and curriculum 

design were also described weaknesses. Concerns with community relationships were also noted. 

Interviewees stated that other universities have better established relationships within the 

community. It was acknowledged that establishing rapport in the community and with fieldwork 

sites takes time. 

 Speaking of time, the lack thereof was the most prominent theme described when 

inquiring about perceived weaknesses. As a new program, there are many unknowns. 

Interviewees felt that the program and faculty needed more time to first see what works well in 

the program before considering what might need to be changed. Additionally, new faculty 

require more training and time to settle into their role than those with experience. This has 

resulted in faculty falling behind in curriculum development.  
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Opportunities 

 While being a new occupational therapy program brings its own set of concerns and 

weaknesses, there are also countless opportunities to develop meaningful relationships and build 

a program that will leave a lasting impact on its students and surrounding community. Examples 

of such include opportunities to connect with organizations in the community. The list of 

potential connections and ideas was long, including a hippotherapy clinic, an assisted living 

facility, local Lutheran ministries, summer day camps, community CarFit evaluations, gardening 

events, a community health fair, working with veterans, and collaboration with the local fire 

department. To incorporate such learning opportunities, the CUAA OT program has intentionally 

designed Integration and Practice lab classes to be embedded in every semester of the program, 

which allows for immediate application of concepts learned in class, often by applying them in 

community settings.  

 Many opportunities within faculty development were also mentioned. These included 

building research capacity, refining faculty advising structure, educating faculty on the capstone 

process, and continuing to develop resources such as the student handbook and general policy 

and procedures. Hiring of a pediatric faculty member and a faculty member who specializes in 

upper extremities and splinting was also discussed. Between the time of these interviews and the 

start of the doctoral capstone experience, however, these needs had been fulfilled. The capstone 

process for CUAA OT students was also identified as a significant opportunity within the 

program to advocate for occupational therapy in non-traditional settings.  
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Threats 

 Identified threats were primarily centered around admissions. Zooming out, interviewees 

described a nationwide demographic cliff, resulting in the number of college-aged students 

decreasing. With that, occupational therapy enrollment was also reported to be down across the 

country. As a result, admission numbers within the CUAA OT program were not what they 

hoped they would be. Cost of attendance is significant, and scholarships for OT students at 

CUAA had not yet been established. Occupational therapy students are met with many choices 

and options for schools to attend. Given there are six other OT programs in the state, competition 

for admissions and fieldwork placements is a natural consequence.  

 Other concerns were noted about group dynamics. Interviewees expressed worry about 

filling open faculty positions with the “right fit,” establishing professional behaviors and 

boundaries with students, and navigating the dynamics of bringing a group of unique, diverse 

people together. 

 This capstone project and experience met a major area of need for CUAA’s OT program, 

which was additional support to develop and deliver curriculum in order to relieve time 

constraints that faculty were facing. Additionally, visiting OTD capstone students are in a unique 

position to serve as a liaison between students and faculty to promote the healthy group 

dynamics that were an identified priority. Bridging this gap proved to be beneficial as the faculty 

and students continued to develop a professional and supportive culture.  

Objectives Achieved 

 In addition to the standardized objectives expected of all OTD students at Western 

Michigan University, the following objectives were achieved by this capstone experience: 
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Primary Objective: By the end of the 14-week doctoral capstone experience, student will 

fully develop and deliver an educational curriculum on the topic of pediatric and 

adolescent mental health. 

 Specific sub-objectives and learning activities will be described in the remainder of this 

section. Additionally, a week-by-week timeline of objective implementation can be found in 

Appendix B.  

Sub-Objective 1: Student will develop a knowledge foundation for the DCE by reading at least 

ten pieces of evidence related to education and adult learning theories, participating in at least 

two educational training sessions, and observing and assisting in educational content delivery 

with four faculty members. 

The intention of this objective was to develop a strong knowledge foundation in order to 

apply current, evidence-based teaching strategies and curriculum to the OTD students at CUAA. 

This began by exploring a variety of evidence related to education and adult learning theories. 

While the goal was to explore ten pieces of evidence, the final tally far exceeded ten. Evidence 

was obtained from occupational therapy textbooks, American Occupational Therapy Association 

(AOTA) presentations and publications, occupational therapy models and frames of reference, 

and published books about learning theory and course design. A comprehensive list of evidence 

explored can be found in Appendix C.  

A particularly beneficial piece of evidence utilized in depth was L. Dee Fink’s book, 

Creating Significant Learning Experiences. This text outlines an integrated approach to course 

design that employs a backwards design approach. In addition to reading the book in depth, a 60-

minute presentation for faculty was prepared. The purpose of this presentation was to synthesize 
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and summarize information from the book and allow faculty an opportunity to apply Fink’s 

principles to practice by working together to begin planning a future course for the OTD 

program. The presentation slides are available for reference in Appendix D. 

Concordia University possesses a stellar faculty resource for continued education, called 

The Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching (CELT). CELT session offerings were 

made available with six of the trainings completed by this student. The list of completed 

trainings can be found in Appendix E. In addition to CELT trainings, this objective was met by 

participating in FERPA training with the Program Director and completion of Mental Health 

First Aid Certification training with the CUAA OTD students.  

At the time of this experience, CUAA OT employed five faculty members, four of whom 

delivered content to the OT students during this DCE. Courses observed and/or participated in 

during the 14 weeks included the following: Neuro Learning & Behavior in Occupation, 

Preparatory Intervention Strategies, Healthcare Continuums, Integration & Practice, and 

Psychosocial and Emotional Aspects of Occupation. Early in the capstone experience, 

observation occurred in every class session in order to become familiar with program culture, get 

to know students, and learn from faculty. This quickly turned into assisting with content delivery 

where appropriate.  

In the Integration & Practice seminars, assisting was more informal given the hands-on, 

application-based nature of the course. On the other hand, Healthcare Continuums was a class 

that lent itself well to increased participation and leadership given the discussion-based format. 

In this course, involvement in content delivery included facilitating large group discussion of 

weekly readings, clarifying expectations of assignments to be completed outside of class, and 

grading assignments, primarily discussion posts and case studies. Healthcare Continuums was a 
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critical component of achieving this learning objective given its opportunities to apply 

facilitation skills and adult learning theories. Additionally, this course allowed practice in 

utilizing Blackboard, the course management system, and how to grade assignments using a 

rubric. Weekly reflections were completed and discussed with the site mentor in order to foster 

and progress learning.  

Sub-Objectives 2 and 3: Student will fully develop and deliver content on the topic of pediatric 

and adolescent mental health to be utilized in the course titled ‘Psychosocial & Emotional 

Aspects of Occupation.’ AND Student will connect developed curriculum to a community-

based event related to the topic of pediatric and adolescent mental health. 

 Given the integrated nature of this curriculum, sub-objectives two and three will be 

described in tandem as the work was so deeply intertwined. These objectives met the primary 

gap identified in the needs assessment; a perpetual lack of time that led to faculty being behind in 

developing curriculum. Given the hybrid format of the program, a flipped classroom method is 

utilized throughout the program. In a flipped classroom, students are initially introduced to 

course content at home before class. Lecture is discouraged during class time in order to allow 

more time for application in engaging, hands-on ways. For this reason, in-class content created 

for this module was centered around the community-based event that would be taking place.  

Initial work towards sub-objective two was met through participation in content delivery 

in the courses mentioned in the prior section. These courses laid the groundwork for course 

design, writing of learning objectives, utilizing Blackboard, and classroom management. Moving 

forward, content delivery continued through the ‘Psychosocial & Emotional Aspects of 

Occupation’ course itself. This was done in order to become familiar with the class format and 
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expectations, as well as to learn how Dr. Onori runs the classroom. Participation included 

facilitating discussions, leading group activities, and grading assignments. 

With the ever-present challenge of time, creating a comprehensive module that was 

reasonable within the time limitations given required intentional selection of reading 

assignments, videos, and in-class activities. In addition to collaborating with the course 

instructor, Dr. Onori, communication also occurred with the faculty member who would be 

leading the pediatric courses this coming summer to ensure continuity and a holistic pediatric 

education.  

The Blackboard course content and face-to-face content delivery plans can be found in 

Appendix F. In summary, the focus for the module was to learn and apply components of 

pediatric and adolescent mental health to a community-based event. The setting for the event was 

identified with the help of a lab instructor at CUAA, who had connections with a local Christian 

middle school. After an initial in-person meeting with the curriculum director to outline 

intentions and iron out details, a date was solidified. The eighth-grade class at the school was 

chosen as the target audience, given the potential challenges that arise with their upcoming 

transition to high school. A flyer to be sent home to parents was created with additional details 

that can be found in Appendix G. It is with sincere gratitude to the lab instructor and the 

curriculum director at the middle school for making this event possible. 

It was decided that the CUAA OT students’ primary assignment for the module would be 

to develop content to deliver at the community event. Guidelines were created by the capstone 

student, including dividing students into groups, assigning topics for each group, and creating a 

template lesson plan for students to follow. Additionally, students were asked to write 

measurable learning objectives, similar to how they will be expected to write goals when treating 
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in a clinical setting. The capstone student created an asynchronous lecture for students to watch 

to learn more about how to write learning objectives according to Bloom’s Taxonomy. The 

presentation slides and link to the lecture can be found in Appendix G, along with the lesson plan 

outlines and content created by students. Student names have been included with written 

permission for future citing purposes. 

In addition to the project, students were to complete pre-class readings and videos to 

generate a knowledge foundation of the topic at hand. Readings were chosen from the pre-

selected textbook for the course, Occupational Therapy in Mental Health: A Vision for 

Participation, edited by Brown, Stoffel, and Munoz (2010). Details of assignments to be 

completed outside of the classroom are included in the Blackboard content in Appendix F.  

Most of the in-class time for this module was spent preparing for the community-based 

project. Students were given time to work in their groups to prepare content. Additionally, a full 

rehearsal was conducted for peers, where students had the opportunity to give and receive 

feedback after. This was done six days before the community event was to take place to provide 

time for any changes to be made. Following the event, students were asked to complete 

reflections of their experience. Overall, students felt prepared, believed this experience was a 

good use of class time, and thought it should be held again in the future. 

In addition, a guest speaker was invited to speak to the class about their own lived 

experiences with the topics at hand. A meeting was held between the guest speaker, capstone 

student, and lead professor before class to outline expectations. The speaker related their own 

experiences to topics being studied in class that week, such as adverse childhood experiences, 

family dynamics, and experiencing mental illness throughout childhood and adolescence. 
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Inviting guest speakers to class is something that the professor leading the Psychosocial course 

does often and is well received by students. 

Sub-Objective 4: Student will hold office hours at least one hour per week for students in the 

cohort to serve as a mentor, tutor, or to address any other questions or concerns.  

 As described in the needs assessment, this objective helped to foster group dynamics 

within the program and connect students and faculty. These office hours were held two times per 

week, one hour each, from weeks two to fourteen. They were informally held during the 

students’ lunch hour and attendance was not required. Students occasionally asked for feedback 

on assignments they were working on, but the mentorship component was more often utilized. 

The OTD students often used these hours as a chance for a listening ear or an opportunity to gain 

a fresh perspective on a dilemma they may be experiencing. Given the unique role of the 

capstone student, holding office hours helped the capstone student develop a unique perspective 

from both sides of the table and to facilitate communication between faculty and OTD students 

at CUAA. This also was a time to continue to build relationships with the students, which wound 

up being one of the brightest spots of this experience.  

Implications 

 Between the capstone student and capstone site, this experience was mutually beneficial. 

The student was able to explore and implement educational approaches in order to foster a 

deeper understanding of the academic perspective of occupational therapy. In turn, CUAA 

benefitted from this as the knowledge gained was shared with faculty through explicit teaching 

and demonstration. Additionally, the curriculum that was developed can be used for years to 

come in the program. One component of the developed curriculum by this capstone student has 

also been pulled to use as ACOTE accreditation evidence in the program’s upcoming review.  
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While the field of occupational therapy is quickly making its shift from entry-level 

Master’s to Doctoral degrees, collaborating with new programs to ensure students are receiving 

up-to-date education on emerging areas of practice, such as mental health, is essential to ensuring 

that the field continues to evolve and progress in order to best service patients. Capstone students 

bring a fresh perspective, as well as the precious gift of time to research and develop effective 

approaches. Giving back to the field in this way is invaluable.   

No matter how much preparation was done, this capstone experience was not entirely 

what was expected. The most prominent difference was within the expectation that curriculum 

developed would largely be in isolation from other classes and would primarily be delivered 

through lecture. However, CUAA OT program’s commitment to an integrated, holistic approach 

opens the door for an immersive experience for students that facilitates becoming a competent, 

thoughtful practitioner. This capstone experience reinforced the importance of goal-oriented, 

client-centered care, no matter the setting.  
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Appendix A 

Interviewees:  

• Program Director 

• Academic Fieldwork Coordinator 

• Doctoral Capstone Coordinator 

Needs Assessment Questions 

1. Why did you decide to take this role at Concordia? 

2. Why do students choose to come to CUAA? What about this will be the same and/or 

different for OTD students? 

3. What priorities and desired outcomes do you have for your future students? 

4. What sets Concordia’s OTD program apart from other OT programs? 

5. What are your particularly proud of when it comes to this program? 

6. What resources do you feel are lacking at Concordia? 

7. What elements of this program have room for improvement? 

8. What do other similar programs do better than Concordia? 

9. What opportunities do you anticipate the program and students will have to interact with 

and serve the community? 

10. What are existing unmet needs? Do you have a plan for how to address these? 

11. What do you see as threats to the organization – both internally and externally? 

12. What are barriers to success you anticipate – for the program or students? 

 

 

 

 



EXPLORING EDUCATIONAL APPROACHES IN AN OTD PROGRAM  26 

Appendix B 

This week-by-week timeline outlines objective completion throughout the capstone experience.  
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Appendix C 

 The following pieces of evidence were explored to support completion of the knowledge 

foundation learning objective. 

Alexander, K.C. (2019). Autism. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), 

Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 97-116). 

F.A. Davis. 

Atkins, S. & Murphy, K. (1995). Reflective practice. Nursing Standard, 9(45), pp. 31-37.  

Bates, B. (2019). Learning theories simplified. SAGE Publications. 

Bazyk, S. (2019). Occupational therapy’s role in school mental health. In Brown, C., Stoffel, 

V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for 

participation (2nd ed., pp. 809-837). F.A. Davis. 

Brown, C., Steffen-Sanchez, P., Nicholson, R. (2019). Sensory processing. In Brown, C., Stoffel, 

V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for 

participation (2nd ed., pp. 323-341). F.A. Davis.  

Casto, S.C., Meinert, E., Mount, K. (2022, December 2). OT role in the continuum of care of 

adolescents with eating disorders. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty 

Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Cavanagh, S.R. (2019). How to make your teaching more engaging: advice guide. The Chronicle 

of Higher Education.  

Champage, T. (2019). Trauma and stressor-related disorders. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & 

Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for participation (2nd 

ed., pp. 211-224). F.A. Davis. 

Costazno, D., Davies, A., Garcia, K., Harvey, S., Pheiffer, B., & Umar, T. (2022). A school-wide 
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occupational therapy solution to the adolescent mental health crisis. American 

Occupational Therapy Association. 

Cross, C. (2022, December 2). Clinical justification for mental health occupational therapy 

services: Potential for application across settings. [Conference presentation slides]. 

AOTA Specialty Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Davis, J. & Noyes, S. (2019). Anxiety, obsessive-compulsive, and related disorders. In Brown, 

C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision 

for participation (2nd ed., pp. 197-210). F.A. Davis. 

Davis-Rowley, M., Gunner, E., McKim, M. (2022, December 2). Considerations for 

occupational therapy practice with LGBTQIA+ youth with mental health needs: The 

importance of informed & affirming care. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA 

Specialty Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Fink, L.D. (2013). Creating significant learning experiences: An integrated approach to 

designing college courses. Jossey-Bass, 2nd ed. 

Fisher, A.G. & Marterella, A. (2019). Powerful practice: A model for authentic occupational 

therapy. Center for Innovative OT Solutions, Inc. 

Gonyea, J.S. & Kopeck, V. (2019). Disruptive, impulse-control, and conduct disorders. In 

Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a 

vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 143-153). F.A. Davis. 

Harris, N.B. (2014). How childhood trauma affects health across a lifetime [Video]. TEDMED 

Conferences. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_

across_a_lifetime  
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Hooper, B., Molineux, M., & Wood, W. (2020). The subject-centered integrative learning model: 

a new model for teaching occupational therapy’s distinct value. Journal of Occupational 

Therapy Education, 4(2). https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2020.040201  

Ideish, R., & Santalucia, S. (2019). Intellectual disabilities. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & 

Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for participation (2nd 

ed., pp. 117-131). F.A. Davis. 

Josman, N., & Rosenblum, S. (2019). Attention deficit-hyperactivity disorder. In Brown, C., 

Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for 

participation (2nd ed., pp. 132-142). F.A. Davis. 

Lambdin-Pattavina, C., Lannigan, L.G., Linkie, C. (2022, December 2). Psychosis, trauma, & 

attachment: Intersections & implications for reimaging OT approaches to support 

meaningful occupational participation. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty 

Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States.  

Lynch, B. & Centers, N. (2022, December 2). A seat at the table: Cementing OTs role as leaders 

in school mental health and wellness. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty 

Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Muntwyler, L.G & Baker, V.N. (2022, December 2). OT in juvenile justice: A need for 

regulation before cognition. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty 

Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

O’Hara, M. & Chen, K. (2022, December 2). A unique crisis: Occupational therapy 

programming for children and adolescents experiencing extended hospitalization on an 

acute mental health unit. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty Conference: 

Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2020.040201
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Parsons, H. & Pudeler, M. (2022, December 2). Advancing opportunity for occupational therapy 

in mental and behavioral health. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty 

Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Peterson, E. & Stoffel, V. (2022, December 2). Occupational discovery for recovery: How 

occupational therapy aligns with the recovery model to support engagement in 

meaningful occupations. [Conference presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty Conference: 

Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United States. 

Pitonyak, J.S. (2017). Helping students become reflective practitioners: giving and receiving 

feedback in interprofessional collaborations. OT Practice, pp. 25-27.  

Pizur-Barnekow, K. (2019). Early intervention: a practice setting for infant and toddler mental 

health. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental 

health: a vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 573-584). F.A. Davis. 

Read, H. & Stoffel, V.C. (2019). Recovery. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), 

Occupational therapy in mental health: a vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 3-13). F.A. 

Davis.  

Roush, S. & Read, H. (2019). Early psychosis programs for adolescents and young adults. In 

Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: a 

vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 585-600). F.A. Davis. 

Schaber, P. (2014). Conference Proceedings: Keynote address: Searching for and identifying 

signature pedagogies in occupational therapy education. American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 68, S40-S44. https://dx.doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2014.685208  

Stoffel, V.C., Reed, K.L., & Brown, C. (2019). The unfolding history of occupational therapy in 

https://dx.doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2014.685208
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mental health. In Brown, C., Stoffel, V.C., & Munoz, J.P. (Eds.), Occupational therapy in 

mental health: a vision for participation (2nd ed., pp. 14-27). F.A. Davis.  

Timmons, R. & Khosla, M. (2022, December 3). Insights into the sensory processing needs of 

adolescents living in out-of-home care: Assessment and advocacy. [Conference 

presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United 

States. 

West, K., Pauley, K., & Sternberg, M. (2022, December 2). The role of occupational therapy in 

an early childhood mental health clinic: A hospital-based program example. [Conference 

presentation slides]. AOTA Specialty Conference: Mental Health, Columbus, OH, United 

States. 
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Appendix D 

 The following presentation slides were prepared for and delivered to CUAA OT faculty 

to introduce an integrated approach to course design created by L. Dee Fink.  
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Appendix E 

The following educational training sessions were completed to support completion of the 

knowledge foundation learning objective. 

Date Completed Title of Training 

01/11/23 Concordia University CELT Training (live): Designing Your Course & 

Refreshing Your Syllabus 

01/11/23 Concordia University CELT Training (live): Engaging Your Learners 

01/13/23 Concordia University CELT Training (pre-recorded): Practices and 

Processes: Building an Effective Curriculum 

01/18/23 Concordia University CELT Training (live): Copyright for Faculty 

02/09/23 Concordia University FERPA Training 

02/20/23 Concordia University CELT Training (live): Universal Design for 

Learning 

02/27/23 Concordia University CELT Training (live): ChatGPT: Threat or 

Opportunity? 

03/15/23 Mental Health First Aid Certification 
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Appendix F 

 This appendix includes content created to achieve sub-objective two: student will fully 

develop and deliver content on the topic of pediatric and adolescent mental health to be utilized 

in the course titled ‘Psychosocial & Emotional Aspects of Occupation.’  
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OT 6323 Psychosocial & Emotional Aspects of Occupation 

Week 4: Face to Face Lesson Plan 

03/28/23 and 03/30/23 

Tuesday, March 28 

2:30-4:00 The Lived Experience: Guest Speaker 

• 45-60 minutes: Sharing personal experience, touching on the following: 

o Adverse Childhood Experiences 

o Chronic Pain 

o Pros and Cons of Anonymous Recovery Programs 

o Experience with Stellate Ganglion Block Treatment 

o Growing up with a mother with borderline personality disorder 

o Experiences with occupational therapy and other therapies 

o Challenges to adolescent mental health in the 21st century  

• 30-45 minutes: Q&A with students 

 

4:00-4:10 Break 

 

4:10-4:20 Review Expectations for Due Dates and AACS Event 

• Due dates are as follows: 

o Learning objectives should be ready to be reviewed today 

o Lesson plan draft should be completed by Thursday in preparation for 

dress rehearsal 

o Final group assignment due April 02 at midnight 

o Group presentation at AACS April 05 at 8:00-10:30 

o Group process evaluation form and personal reflection due April 07 at 

midnight 

 

4:20-5:00 Lesson Plan Development for AACS 

• During class time, work towards completing the following: 

o Final copy of learning objectives 

o Lesson plan draft 

o Explore available CUAA resources and identify any to be used 

• Feedback will be provided during group time 
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Thursday, March 30 

 

2:30-3:00 Allow Time for Completion of Survey for Dr. Onori’s Study 

 

3:00-3:15 Set Up for AACS Practice Run Through 

• Gather needed supplies 

• Set up tables 

 

3:15-4:15 Practice Run Through of AACS Event 

• 15 minutes introduction 

• 20 minutes Group 1 

• 20 minutes Group 2 

• 20 minutes Group 3 

• 15 minutes wrap-up  

 

4:15-4:30 Clean Up / Break 

 

4:30-5:00 Debrief and Peer Feedback 

• Group by group, first allow group to self-reflect and then open up for peer 

feedback 

o What went particularly well? 

o What components of the intervention could be improved? 

o What will you change before Wednesday? 
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Appendix G 

 This appendix includes content created to achieve sub-objective three: “Student will 

connect developed curriculum to a community-based event related to the topic of pediatric and 

adolescent mental health.”  
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In addition to the presentation slides below, a link to the pre-recorded lecture can be found here.  

https://youtu.be/fBjZY0bFsvo
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Group 1 Lesson Plan and Content 

Group Members: Amanda Fraki, Makenzie Muoio, McKenzie Peters, Rachel Provo 

Table Topic: Energy fluctuation and zones of regulation 

 

Learning Objectives Rationale 

1. Students will be able to accurately 

describe the zones of regulation. 

It is important for the students to be able to 

accurately describe the zones because if they 

or a classmate is experiencing a zone 

“disruption” then they know how to identify 

their feelings and relate them to the four 

categories. This foundational knowledge will 

provide them with an easy way to think and 

talk about how they feel on the inside, as well 

as how to sort these feelings into four colored 

Zones, all of which are expected in life. 

 

2. Students will be able to identify times 

throughout the day (week/semester) 

when they experience these zones. 

Using real life examples while learning the 

zones will help the students develop a neutral 

“baseline” to come back to when they are 

feeling a similar way. This will also help them 

identify potential “triggers.”  

 

3. Students will be able to develop 

coping strategies for when they 

experience a green, yellow, red, and/or 

blue zone throughout the day in order 

to regulate their emotions 

appropriately. 

 

Developing self-regulation techniques and 

coping mechanisms will help students 

function more effectively and appropriately 

inside and outside the classroom.  

 

Intervention plan Estimated 

time to 

complete 

Reasoning and evidence Materials needed 

a. Introduction 

and education 

through the 

visual aid of a 

handout 

explaining the 

purpose and 

goals of the 

zones of 

regulation, 

tools that can 

be used to 

5-10 minute 

introduction 

and 

conversational 

piece 

According to Inclusive 

Education (2018), it is 

important to deliver 

information to students 

in a way that they will 

understand and in ways 

that meet the needs of all 

the students to some 

length. This article 

discusses that it is 

important to take a 

multisensory approach 

A. Handout created 

by McKenzie P. 

with an 

overview of the 

zones of 

regulation, tools, 

and their 

purpose. 

B. Handout created 

by Makenzie M. 

that has 

verbiage and 
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regulate the 

zones, and a 

description of 

each color. 

b. Overview of 

the colors 

associated with 

the zones, 

identifying 

associating 

words, feelings, 

and potential 

trigger words. 

using real experiences 

and physical 

activity/application. 

They also discussed that 

the use of visuals is 

important to meet the 

needs of students who 

are visual learners rather 

than auditory learners. 

Finally, they stressed the 

importance of keeping all 

visual, sensory, and 

physical learning tools 

clean, free of clutter, and 

appealing overall 

(Inclusive Education, 

2018). 

 

visual 

descriptions of 

each zone 

(Bitmoji 

handout) 

Interactive activity 

where students are 

given a predetermined 

situation and asked to 

identify which zone of 

regulation they would 

be in. Given responses, 

conversation is to 

follow (Is it 

appropriate to be in 

this zone? What do you 

notice about the 

answers of your peers? 

How would you 

regulate these emotions 

in this situation? Is it 

typical to feel more 

than one emotion as a 

result of this 

situation?) 

10-15 minutes According to Rose 

(1999), when attempting 

to solidify learned 

information, it’s 

important to consider 

each student’s 

individualized needs. 

They also discussed that 

it is important to allow 

for creative expression 

and physical application, 

as well as positive social 

interactions with peers 

(Rose, 1999). The 

activity we are proposing 

will allow for these 

things because the zones 

can be interpreted in 

different ways by each 

student based on their 

personal experiences. We 

are also attempting to 

meet the needs of each 

student, by imploring 

visual, auditory, and 

expressive learning 

styles. 

 

Paddle dry erase 

boards, colored dry 

erase markers, erasers, 

flashcards with 

scenarios, handout with 

zones of regulation 

information, bitmoji 

chart  
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Group 2 Lesson Plan and Content 

Group Members: Fasiha Asad, Syelee Doshi, Molly Dwornick, Sarah Matlock 

Table Topic: Positive Self-Image and Managing Anxiety: When do you worry, and what can you 

do about it? 

 

Learning Objectives Rationale 

1. Students will be able to identify 

stressors/ situations that are in their 

control and out of their control. 

According to Culbertson (2023), it can be 

easy to become overwhelmed with anxiety 

and worry. For some, it may often feel like 

they have an internal monologue or list of 

worries playing on repeat in their head. One 

way to cope with this anxiety is to identify 

what is within your control or influence vs. 

what is out of your control or influence to 

change. Worries that you have some control 

over can be turned into concrete actions to 

take, while worries you have no control over 

can be set aside, at least temporarily. A focus 

on what you have an impact and influence on 

can help disrupt the anxiety cycle and help 

you feel empowered over your life. Therefore, 

we decided to focus on an intervention that 

would allow the eighth-grade students to 

identify situations that are in their control 

while they are going through a memorable 

transitional period into high school. 

 

2. Students will be able to identify 

trusted individuals to seek support 

from when they are experiencing 

anxiety and techniques that are useful 

to address feelings of anxiety. 

 

According to Hood (2020), having and 

identifying a support system has been proven 

to reduce depression and anxiety, and reduce 

stress. Being able to have a support system 

means you will have people relying on you 

when you need them the most. The support 

tree worksheet will help students identify 

their support system and who they can rely on 

when they need them the most. Having 

trusted adults in their lives can help them feel 

supported, safe, and emotionally secure. 
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Intervention plan Estimated 

time to 

complete 

Reasoning and evidence Materials needed 

Support Tree: 

 

Students will be given 

a worksheet visual 

where they will be able 

to identify support 

figures in their lives. 

The students will have 

the option to write 

their ideas down or 

mentally think about 

them. Volunteers will 

share individuals in 

their support tree and 

will be offered praise 

and validation. For 

students unable to 

identify support 

figures, “therapists” 

will help students 

identify some whether 

they be community or 

family members.  

 

 3-5 minutes Research shows that 

when adolescents 

perceive high levels of 

external support and 

expectations, their 

positive learning 

motivation can be 

stimulated, and the 

strength of this learning 

motivation has an 

important impact on 

students’ academic 

engagement (Zhao et al., 

2021). 

Worksheet: Support Tree 

and writing utensils  

Control Circles: 

 

Lay out two hula 

hoops on the floor and 

have the group stand in 

a semi-circle. 

Volunteers will 

physically come up to 

the hula hoops and 

identify a stressor in 

their life and name 1-2 

things they can and 

cannot control about 

that situation. 

Facilitators will offer 

praise and support for 

8-10 minutes Evidence suggests that 

engaging in physical 

movement and 

participation protects 

against anxiety 

symptoms, and for 

disorders (McDowell et 

al., 2019).  

Equipment: 2 Hula 

Hoops 
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each situation. As for 

things out of the 

volunteer's control, the 

“therapists” will 

collaborate with the 

students to find ways 

to remedy those 

situations or identify 

coping strategies  

 

Mindfulness & 

Grounding Exercises:  

 

Students will be 

instructed to stand 

arm's length apart with 

enough space to lift 

their hands over their 

heads. Students will be 

led by the instructor to 

slowly take a deep 

breath in while raising 

their hands out to the 

side and over their 

heads. After 15 

seconds of holding 

their breath, students 

will be instructed to 

slowly lower their 

arms back to their 

sides while slowly 

exhaling their breath. 

Instructor will compare 

their breathing to 

filling up and deflating 

a balloon. The students 

will repeat this 

exercise three times in 

total.  

 

Students will take a 

deep breath to begin. 

The instructor will tell 

them to look around 

the room and think of 

3-5 minutes 

 

Research has shown that 

there is a reduction in 

symptoms of anxiety 

and depression in 

adolescents when they 

practice mindfulness 

(Lin et al., 2019).  

Evidence has shown that 

mindfulness-based 

interventions can be 

useful for adolescents 

with ADHD, sleep 

problems, and stress 

related to performance 

in sports (Lin et al., 

2019).  

 

The 5-4-3-2-1 

grounding exercise is 

effective at easing a 

child’s date of mind at 

moments when they are 

experiencing stress such 

as public speaking, or 

final exams, and when 

feeling something is out 

of their control (Imran, 

2020).  

 

Worksheet that includes 

the QR Code for two 

videos.  
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five things they can see 

with their eyes. After a 

few moments, the 

instructor will ask 

students to say out 

loud what they see. 

Students will then be 

asked to ask to think of 

four things they can 

feel. After a few 

moments, the 

instructor will ask 

students to say some 

examples. Next, 

students will be asked 

to think of three things 

they can hear. After a 

few moments, the 

students will be asked 

to state some 

examples. Next, the 

students will be asked 

for two things they can 

smell. Following a few 

moments, they will 

state examples out 

loud. Finally, the 

students will be asked 

to think of one thing 

they can taste. After a 

few moments, they 

will state an example 

out loud.  
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Group 3 Lesson Plan and Content 

Group Members: Daiyajot Grewal, Larissa Kilgore, Allyssa Fenslau, Addison Nordquist 

Table Topic: How can we support each other and build a strong community? 

 

Learning Objectives Rationale 

1. Students will be able to identify two 

methods that they can utilze to support 

one another. 

According to Benson et al. (2021), students 

transitioning to new schools, post-secondary 

education settings, or new communities 

benefit from occupation-based interventions. 

These interventions should focus on helping 

students to develop skills to communicate 

with their peers and find a supportive 

community both inside and outside of the 

classroom. Therefore, we decided to focus on 

interventions that would help students to 

improve their communication skills and find 

ways to support one another.  

 

2. Students will be able to determine two 

practices to create an environment that 

is conducive to building a strong 

community within the classroom.  

 

According to Pierce et al. (2020), students 

who were transitioning to a new academic 

year received occupation-based interventions 

weekly focusing on life skills and fostering a 

community. These students demonstrated 

statistically significant improvements in their 

independence, social interactions, 

communication, and community living skills. 

Therefore, we decided to focus on 

interventions that would allow the eighth 

grade students to develop communication and 

community living skills in order to ease their 

transition into high school.  
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Intervention plan Estimated 

time to 

complete 

Reasoning and evidence Materials needed 

Introduction – 

Tearing and stacking 

paper: 

Take one piece of 

paper and rip it in half, 

then stack it on top of 

the other. Repeat until 

you can no longer rip 

the paper into smaller 

shreds. Emphasize to 

the students not to 

throw the paper when 

they are done ripping. 

 

2-3 minutes The purpose of this 

activity is to 

demonstrate, through a 

metaphorical lens, that 

we as individuals are 

stronger when we rely 

on one another for 

support through our 

communities rather than 

going at it alone. 

According to Benson et 

al. (2021), students 

transitioning to different 

schools or communities 

often need interventions 

focusing on trust and 

community. Therefore, 

our activity introduces 

students to the idea that 

having supportive 

relationships is 

important.  

One piece of paper per 

each student (preferably 

construction paper)  

Soccer Ball Toss: 

We wrote several 

different questions on a 

soccer ball. We will 

gather the students in a 

circle, toss the ball 

around, and have 

students answer the 

question that is 

between their hands 

when they catch the 

ball. We will begin a 

brief group discussion 

based on the students’ 

responses and provide 

them with 

encouragement. The 

same question can be 

10 minutes Helps to generate some 

of the words they can 

put into the classroom 

contract. Questions are 

made to emphasize what 

respect and 

collaboration can look 

like and what the 

students can do. 

Questions can help to 

pose how students 

understand a concept or 

idea (Reiser et al., 

2017). Asking questions 

can help with the 

community aspect of the 

group and understanding 

what the students need 

Soccer ball with the 

following written 

questions: 

1. What do you 

believe makes 

someone a good 

friend? 

2. Who might be a 

part of a student’s 

support system? 

3. What does 

respect mean to 

you? 

4. How can you 

help others in 

your school or 

community? 
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answered more than 

once if it gets drawn 

again. Each student 

should have the chance 

to answer a question 

and we will make sure 

every question is 

discussed.  

 

(Toss ball around 

twice…depending on 

time) 

to know. Through asking 

questions to the teachers 

are able to assist the 

students in refining their 

own thoughts and 

questions they may have 

on the subject. This also 

elicits conversation and 

group thinking within 

the topic of interest.  

5. What is your 

favorite GROUP 

activity outside of 

school & why? 

6. What does 

kindness mean to 

you? 

7. What are some 

qualities of a 

good leader? 

8. What are some 

ways you can 

adapt and cope 

with 

disagreements in 

a group? 

9. What aspects 

make a group 

activity 

successful? 

10. How does 

communication 

help build a 

strong/ 

supportive 

community? 

Classroom contract 

on big sticky notes: 

We will ask the 

students the question 

“What are 1-2 words 

that come to mind to 

describe a supportive 

classmate?” Then, we 

will begin a discussion 

with students on why 

each of these words are 

important inside and 

outside of the 

classroom, as well as 

asking for them to give 

us examples of when 

they have given or 

received this type of 

support. As each word 

8 minutes 

 

Something they can look 

at everyday in the 

classroom. They worked 

on collaboration to form 

it and the board helps to 

emphasize a healthy 

relationship within the 

classroom. Involving 

students in the formation 

of positive 

characteristics in the 

class may help them to 

feel they have more of a 

voice. It could benefit 

them in feeling more 

involved in their 

educational space and 

leads to more open 

Markers 

Big sticky note board 

Yarn 
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is stated, we will write 

it on the sticky note 

board, which will then 

be turned into a word 

cloud (see below).  

Additionally, when a 

student states a word, 

the ball of yarn will be 

tossed to them. They 

will toss the ball of 

yarn to whoever they 

want next, while still 

holding onto a strand 

of the yarn. This will 

create a web of 

interconnection 

between all of the 

students, showing the 

strength of community 

and working together. 

Following this activity, 

we will discuss how 

these words are 

important in regards to 

transitioning to high 

school, and ways that 

the students can 

embody these 

characteristics as they 

move onto different 

communities. If time 

allows, we will also 

discuss words that may 

describe an 

unsupportive 

classmate. 

 

communication (Martin, 

2022).  
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