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ABSTRACT 
Teaching intervention planning is enhanced with an intentional course design that 
incorporates critical thinking in order to prepare the next generation of occupational 
therapy practitioners. The context for this study was a physical disabilities intervention 
course for an entry-level occupational therapy program that used Fink’s Taxonomy of 
Significant Learning as a basis for learning outcomes. A novel formative intervention 
planning assignment required students to use the Rehabilitation Treatment Specification 
System (RTSS) as a framework to guide their thinking. A qualitative retrospective 
content analysis of student reflections at the end of the course revealed that the RTSS 
added value to their learning. Two main themes emerged from the student reflections; 
Growth takes Practice to use this framework effectively and the RTSS was perceived as 
a Bridge from Classroom to Practice. These findings support the possible benefits of 
integrating this framework into occupational therapy curricula as a means to help 
students further develop critical thinking and clinical reasoning skills. Providing 
opportunities to scaffold learning may enhance the student learning experience and 
integration of the framework into future intervention planning and delivery. 
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Introduction 
The occupational therapy intervention process is complex and multifaceted. Clinical 
intervention courses aim to develop students who not only understand how to provide 
an intervention but can also articulate the rationale for the evaluation and treatment 
plan. Occupational therapy educators strive to provide not only concrete didactic 
education but also cultivate the higher-order critical thinking and clinical reasoning skills 
students need to move into the complex realm of occupational therapy practice and 
client care. Intentional course design is necessary to ensure clinical intervention 
courses facilitate the critical thinking skills needed for practice.   
 
When engaging in intentional curriculum and course design, there are several 
frameworks educators can use as a guide. Sweetman (2018) emphasized the 
importance of considering the type of course design to best support occupational 
therapy student development. Ideally, educators should identify where students are in 
their learning process to appropriately build on knowledge and experiences, especially 
when creating course structures and learning opportunities for critical thinking. 
Hierarchical approaches such as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson et al., 2001) can help 
progress the depth of learning, however, Bloom’s Taxonomy often misses critical 
elements necessary for well-rounded engagement with the material (Shelley, 2020). 
Andragogy, the theory of adult learning, emphasizes the importance of contextualizing 
learning within real-life experiences that are relevant to the student’s future professional 
activities (Knowles et al., 2020). Fink’s (2013) Taxonomy of Significant Learning 
demonstrates an interconnected approach to curriculum design rather than a stepped 
sequential style. Fink (2013) outlined six unique taxons: foundational knowledge, 
application, integration, human dimensions, caring, and learning how to learn. When 
educators use Fink’s taxonomy and backward design of starting with the end in mind to 
craft their course or curriculum content, the result is a learning experience that is more 
dynamic, fluid, and intentional (Branzetti et al., 2019; Fallahi, 2008; Fink, 2013). 
Incorporating this method requires educators to be thoughtful and reflective in their 
course design, which can result in a deeper and richer learning experience for students. 
Learning in this way can support student autonomy and future success in non-linear 
learning environments and when learning abstract, complex topics that require critical 
thinking, such as intervention planning. 
 
Intentional course design that fosters critical thinking in intervention planning is 
necessary to prepare the next generation of occupational therapy practitioners. 
Occupational therapy intervention approaches are divergent in nature, having many 
potential avenues to address the occupational needs of a client. This process of 
identifying an appropriate treatment approach involves significant cognitive skills such 
as critical thinking, problem-solving, analysis, and therapeutic use of self (Schell & 
Schell, 2017). Students must also develop knowledge and learn various psychomotor 
skills required to deliver safe and effective client care (Accreditation Council for 
Occupational Therapy Education, 2018). A theory-based approach to intervention 
planning supports a deeper exploration of the evidence as students are required to 
develop and support a hypothesis (Portney, 2020). Grounding an intervention through a 
theoretical lens is in contrast to teaching interventions in isolation from the context and 
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the client. Instructors who craft learning experiences that identify the theory and 
research behind the interventions displayed in occupational therapy practice, help 
students prepare for their own work. Shifting the focus from intervention planning to 
critical thinking could help entry-level occupational therapy programs develop students 
who can move beyond classroom lab experiences to become clinicians who can 
methodically evaluate their clients' needs. 
 
Rehabilitation Treatment Specification System 
An emerging area of research is pointing to the use of a structured approach that may 
be effective in developing critical thinking skills in intervention planning. The 
Rehabilitation Treatment Specification System (RTSS) is a relatively new framework to 
describe the interventions of rehabilitation professionals. As context, the RTSS was the 
result of grant efforts from 2009 to 2018 with the intent to create a taxonomy for the 
multi-disciplinary field of rehabilitation. The development of the RTSS was a response to 
the many researchers who have cited the critical need to specify treatments in order to 
advance the field of rehabilitation (Dijkers, 2019; Hildebrand et al., 2012; Keith, 1997; 
Whyte et al., 2021). The RTSS provides a common language to describe the 
components of an intervention and how the intervention elicits a change in the client 
and an explicit articulation of the treatment theory (Hart et al., 2018). The most recent 
summary of that work is published in the Archives of Physical Medicine and 
Rehabilitation (Hart et al., 2019; Van Stan et al., 2019; Whyte et al., 2019; Zanca et al., 
2019). Practitioners who wish to use the RTSS can request the manual from the 
American Congress of Rehabilitation Medicine (ACRM; Lin et al., 2021).  
 
While critical thinking or clinical reasoning was not an overt goal of the original grant, 
the lengthy discussions that led to the RTSS put a spotlight on therapist decision-
making about the ingredients they deliver. The resulting framework of ingredients acting 
through a mechanism of action to effect change in a target created treatment 
specifications that better described treatment choices (Hart et al., 2018). Therefore, the 
RTSS can be a useful clinical tool to help clinicians explicitly illustrate their critical 
thinking and articulate what they do in practice and may be useful in developing the 
higher-order critical thinking and clinical reasoning skills students need to develop and 
implement occupational therapy interventions. 
 
A review of the literature highlighted the dearth of research on using the RTSS in entry-
level healthcare practitioner education. Ness et al. (2021) described the use of a novel 
strategy of using the RTSS as a framework to guide student clinical-decision making 
within a speech-language pathology curriculum. The RTSS framework was described 
as supportive of the development of content-specific knowledge and clinical reasoning 
(Ness et al., 2021). Fasoli et al. (2019) emphasized the value of using the RTSS in 
occupational therapy; however, there is a need for more research on specific 
applications in entry-level occupational therapy education. The authors of this paper 
were unaware of peer-reviewed literature specific to occupational therapy education 
using the RTSS as a framework at the time the article was written.  
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As a result, the researchers proposed the following research question: What are entry-
level occupational therapy students’ perceptions of the RTSS within a physical 
disabilities intervention course? The researchers also wanted to identify if there was a 
specific Fink (2013) taxon that was most connected to the RTSS. Therefore, a 
secondary research question emerged: In what taxon of Fink’s Taxonomy of Significant 
Learning is the RTSS most aligned? Understanding occupational therapy student 
perspectives could provide insight into strategies that may be perceived as effective for 
building skills for intervention planning in entry-level programs. 
 

Methods 
 

Context 
This study took place in a physical disability intervention course for an entry-level 
occupational therapy master’s and doctoral program. This course occurred in the final 
semester of didactic coursework before Level II fieldwork. The goal of the course was to 
create an experience where students felt they had a strong base of knowledge to move 
into the next phase of their learning in Level II fieldwork and also develop the skills to 
continue learning throughout their careers. The course used an intentional design to 
facilitate deeper learning and used the core tenets of Fink’s (2013) strategies for 
significant learning. Fink’s (2013) taxonomy for curriculum design guided the creation of 
the following course-specific learning goals: 

1. Foundational Knowledge: Understand the principles of safe and effective 

preparatory, purposeful, and occupation-based intervention approaches and 

techniques.   

2. Application: Analyze and choose appropriate theories and types of clinical 
reasoning to guide evaluation, intervention, and the overall occupational therapy 
process.  

3. Integration: Connect client factors and preferences with appropriate intervention 
strategies to address the needs of clients, groups, and populations.   

4. Human Dimension: Come to see themselves as integral members of the 
interprofessional team and articulate the unique value occupational therapy 
offers to diverse practice settings.   

5. Caring: Value human diversity and use therapeutic use of self to acknowledge 
the lived experience of the client. Be ready to develop innovative approaches to 
address health disparities and occupational injustice.   

6. Learning How to Learn: Identify sources of information through evidence-based 

practice strategies to problem solve and critically think about practice 

challenges.  

To promote the achievement of the established course outcomes and reduce barriers to 
learning, the intervention course content modules were organized by areas of 
occupation and had a consistent structure over the 16-week course. Each week 
followed a similar sequence of 3.5 hours of lecture content at the start of the week, 
followed by 3 hours of lab time later in the week to integrate and practice. Students 
completed and submitted lab guide assignments each week as a means of formative 
feedback.  
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A novel approach used by this program was the use of the RTSS as a framework for 
intervention planning within these lab guides. To help students develop an 
understanding of the RTSS, they were provided with a lecture on the first day of class 
that outlined the core concepts of the RTSS. Then, each week the lab assignment 
required students to consider a client case that was reviewed in class, propose an 
intervention approach, create a goal, and fill out a chart that asked them to identify the 
elements of the RTSS for one specific target (see Appendix A). Students were given 
feedback on their completed assignments and encouraged to integrate the feedback 
into subsequent assignments. At the end of the semester, students completed a full 
treatment plan for a selected client case. The format of this assignment included 
elements of the RTSS when describing certain aspects of their treatment approach and 
rationale. The final assignment for this course asked students to complete a short 
reflection on their perceived areas of growth for each of the course objectives that were 
based on the six Fink (2013) taxons.  

 
Design 
The study design used a qualitative content analysis (QCA) approach to retrospectively 
review student written reflections. Qualitative content analysis can be defined as “a 
research method for the subjective interpretation of the content of text data through the 
systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes or patterns” (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). To answer the secondary research question, the study 
employed a quantitative analysis of the qualitative data as described by Morgan (1993). 
Qualitative content analysis does not support a researcher’s ability to fully make 
meaning of a phenomenon but does allow for focus on one specific aspect of the lived 
experience (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Schreier, 2012). For this study, the researchers 
selected QCA to retrospectively analyze existing text data. Although the text data was 
rich for analysis, it only offered a narrow view of the overall student learning experience.  
Consequently, there may be a lack of depth to understanding the phenomenon but 
nonetheless, the data gathered could provide helpful insights into the population.  
 
An important element of QCA is structured data analysis. For this study design, the 
researchers selected systematic text condensation (STC). Systematic text condensation 
is a research procedure rooted in a phenomenological approach described by Giorgi 
(Malterud, 2012). Giorgi’s (2009) psychological phenomenological analysis described a 
four-step process to explore the perception of how something is experienced. 
Systematic text condensation expanded on this work to include pragmatic procedures, 
which guided data analysis for this QCA. To answer the secondary research question, 
the study employed a quantitative analysis of the qualitative data as described by 
Morgan (1993). 
 
Research Team and Reflexivity 
The research team included the authors. TR was the course instructor with formal 
training in qualitative methodology. AB was a faculty member with experience in 
qualitative research and the use of the RTSS. MF was a research associate and a 
member of the team that developed the RTSS. MF was the individual who provided a 
lecture on the RTSS to the students. All authors identified as female. TR and AB were 
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faculty members who had significant interaction with the student participants; MF had 
little interaction with student participants. All researchers engaged in bracketing. 
Bracketing is part of the qualitative tradition where researchers develop diary entries to 
acknowledge their potential biases and preconceived ideas; this was updated during the 
data analysis process (Tufford & Newman, 2012). These reflective journals were 
discussed during research meetings and acknowledged by all team members.  
 
Setting and Participants 
This study took place in a university located in the northeast region of the United States. 
The university was situated within an academic medical institution in an urban setting. 
Participants in this study were second-year occupational therapy students enrolled in 
either the master’s or doctoral entry-level occupational therapy program. The inclusion 
criteria for selection required students to mention the word “RTSS” in their reflection. 
Additional demographic data and consent were not obtained as the study used a 
retrospective analysis of deidentified student reflective writings. The assignment was 
not developed for research purposes and students did not know that their work would 
be analyzed for a research question. The Thomas Jefferson University Institutional 
Review Board approved this work (Study #22E.269). 
 
Data Collection 
The researcher who taught the course downloaded the reflection data from the online 
learning management system and placed the content in a secure folder on her 
password-protected computer. The researcher then de-identified the data and placed it 
in a folder shared with the research team in the password-protected cloud content 
management site. This shared folder was also used to store all field notes, memos, 
reflective journals, and the data analysis code book.  
 
Data Analysis 
The QCA was guided by the STC approach to qualitative research (Malterud, 2012). 
The first step in the methodology was to create an overall impression from the collected 
data. The method asked the researchers to identify and discuss preliminary themes to 
derive meaning from a large amount of information. This method was a strong fit for this 
work as the assignment was not developed to evaluate the experiences using the 
RTSS; rather, meaningful unprompted reflections were found in a large percentage of 
students related to the RTSS. The researchers’ decision to further explore the reflective 
materials was made after the close of the course and was driven by preliminary themes 
that were found while reviewing the writings. The first stage of the STC process was 
completed individually and then researchers discussed their impressions together to 
guide future analysis. 
 
In stage two of STC, the researchers identified meaning units and fragments of text 
related to the study question. Identification of the meaning units allowed the researchers 
to focus coding efforts on data that was relevant to the study question and intent. The 
researchers first reviewed the reflective writings for explicit mention of the RTSS and 
then those writings were reviewed for meaning units related to the RTSS. From the  
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meaning units, the coding process followed. Stage three moved from codes to 
interpretation by assembling codes into meaningful groupings. In stage four, the 
researchers developed themes from the groupings. Stage five required the researchers 
to reflect and review their analysis and findings. Stages two through five were 
completed together during research meetings. The researchers wrote field notes and 
memos to capture impressions, questions, and relevant discussions. Meaning units 
were identified collaboratively and uploaded into Dedoose version 9.0.62 (SocioCultural 
Research Consultants, LLC, 2021) for coding. A preliminary codebook was informed by 
first impressions from reading the full text and refined after identifying meaning units 
and further refined throughout the coding process. 
 
To analyze the data pertaining to the secondary research question, researchers used a 
quantitative analysis of qualitative data approach. Historically, content analysis 
originated with the use of quantitative analysis of qualitative data as the predominant 
methodology (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As a result of selecting this method for the 
second research question, there was alignment of the methodological approaches 
through the overarching lens of QCA. Analysis of student writing looked at the use of 
Fink’s (2013) taxons as headings in their reflections. The researchers counted the 
number of times the word “RTSS” came up under each taxon heading and reported the 
occurrences as percentages.  
 
Trustworthiness 
All three researchers completed the data analysis during research meetings. Consistent 
with the strategies articulated by Elo et al. (2014), the researchers evaluated their 
processes during each stage of analysis to ensure trustworthiness. Conflicts were 
resolved through discussion and all codes and themes were agreed upon by the 
research team. The audit trail included deidentified student writings, the evolution of 
code development, a code book, resolved memos, and notes on theme development.   
 

Findings 
The researchers reviewed the reflective writing from all students enrolled in the course 
(n=76). Using the STC methodology, 29 students’ writings (38%) were reviewed in-
depth for meaning units related to the study question. After coding 21 of 29 students’ 
writings, no new codes emerged, and data saturation was achieved. Students were 
asked to reflect on their growth within the context of the learning outcomes which 
corresponded to Fink’s Taxonomy of Significant Learning (Fink, 2013). Within the 
student reflections, two main themes were identified: Growth takes Practice and The 
RTSS is a Bridge from Classroom to Practice. Researchers conducted a secondary 
analysis of the data and found that students most often framed their RTSS discussion 
within Fink’s Learning How to Learn and Application growth goals (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 
 
RTSS Discussion within Fink’s Taxon Growth Goals Reflection Content 
 

Fink’s Taxonomy of Significant Learning (2013) Student Reflections- n (%) 

Foundational Knowledge 4 (13.7%) 

Application 11 (37.9%) 

Integration 3 (10.3%) 

Human Dimension 1 (3.4%) 

Caring 0 (0%) 

Learning How to Learn 10 (34.4%) 

 
Theme 1: Growth Takes Practice 
Students repeatedly described the challenges they faced using the RTSS. The reflective 
writings acknowledged it was hard, however, the reflections also articulated their growth 
and change in thinking that occurred through practice. A student reflection shared that,  

In the beginning of the semester, the RTSS chart was slightly overwhelming and 
confusing. I was unsure how it fit into the ‘big picture’ of occupational therapy. 
However, during our second or third lab it clicked for me and I was able to 
understand the benefits of using this chart. (Student 3) 
 

Another wrote, “By filling out numerous RTSS charts, I have grown in my ability to 
integrate application when determining either which theory best supports an intervention 
or finding evidence-based practice that supports the chosen intervention” (Student 23). 
The clear benefits of the RTSS were described, though these only become apparent 
with practice. Another student summed up their experience, reflecting,   

When I first wrote out an RTSS chart, I struggled greatly because it was a 
challenge for me to focus on certain, more pertinent client factors that needed to 
be addressed. However, as the semester went on, I felt as though the RTSS 
charts actually helped me organize my thinking and aided me in breaking down 
interventions along with writing goals. The RTSS charts overall helped me better 
understand the occupational therapy process and gave me a clear visual of how 
to break down a treatment session. (Student 27) 

 
Students identified that over time and with repetition, using the RTSS was helpful in 
shaping their occupational therapy process.  
 
Theme 2: The RTSS Is a Bridge from Classroom to Practice 
Student writings wove together key elements of education and occupational therapy 
practice. The RTSS was described as a tool that allowed them to make connections 
with their previous learning and supported their ability to develop occupational therapy 
interventions. Using the RTSS allowed students to imagine themselves as occupational 
therapy practitioners. They envisioned using the RTSS as they moved from student to 
practitioner. Within this major theme are three subthemes: The RTSS Provides a 
Structure for Learning, Deep Learning, and Best Practices in Occupational Therapy. 
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Subtheme: The RTSS Provides a Structure for Learning  
Students described the weekly RTSS assignment as providing a structure to facilitate 
their learning of how to plan occupational therapy interventions. One student reflected, 
“I believe this chart was a great tool to help me learn how to break down occupational 
therapy intervention approaches and my clinical reasoning to support my decisions” 
(Student 3). The RTSS also gave students a way to defend their reasoning. Students 
identified the value of this in supporting their use of theory in practice and articulating 
the value of an intervention approach and occupational therapy practice to clients, 
interdisciplinary team members, and payers. A student stated, 

It is essential that we as OTs have scientific and peer-reviewed evidence to back 
up our interventions. Specifically, through the Letter of Medical Necessity and the 
RTSS chart, this class made me think about how I could prove the various 
interventions that I will be implementing with my patients and why that care is 
necessary for them. (Student 26)  

 
Another student commented similarly, writing, “... the ability to explain why we do what 
we do, will allow me to practice in interprofessional teams and advocate for our 
profession and its unique value” (Student 8). The RTSS was framed by students as a 
tool to support informed dialogue within the context of occupational therapy practice. 
 
Subtheme: Deep Learning  
Students described the process of using the RTSS as connecting their previous course 
work to the intervention planning process and their future as occupational therapy 
practitioners. Students shared that the RTSS helped to understand the role of 
foundational coursework knowledge in planning intervention and the occupational 
therapy process. One student noted, 

When learning about the many different theories last spring, I did not expect 
them to play a vital role when determining different interventions and treatment 
plans for clients. It was one thing to learn about them and have examples, but 
another thing to pick a theory on your own, align it with the client’s goals, and 
create an intervention based on that theory. (Student 19) 
 

Another mentioned, “This is seen especially through the use of the RTSS chart, which 
incorporates aspects from various courses to culminate into our clinical reasoning in 
interventions” (Student 26). Students articulated that the RTSS broke down some of the 
learning silos that can exist across various courses.  
 
Subtheme: Best Practices in Occupational Therapy  
Occupational therapists strive to provide occupation-based care that is client-centered 
and grounded in evidence. Students articulated how the RTSS structured their thinking 
to develop treatment ideas that were meaningful, client-specific, and grounded in 
evidence. One student noted,  

I also think the RTSS charts aided in the development of my integration skills. 
The integration objective includes connecting client factors and preferences with  
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appropriate intervention strategies to address the needs of the clients. These  
assignments allowed for me to think about the client in a holistic manner and 
include interventions that they would enjoy and meet their medical needs. 
(Student 24) 
 

Moving from general evidenced-based intervention strategies to specific applications 
that are client-centered and occupation-based can be challenging. This transition was 
evident in student comments with one stating, “I had to challenge myself to not just 
make my best guess, but instead to really be intentional and analytical when making 
choices on how to intervene with clients” (Student 11). Another student shared, “My 
biggest area of growth regarding foundational knowledge was keeping occupation at the 
root of our interventions using the RTSS chart” (Student 21). The structure of the RTSS 
supported intentional decision-making to develop interventions aligned with best 
practices in occupational therapy. 
 

Discussion 
Reviews of the final course reflection revealed frequent unprompted discussions of the 
RTSS as being influential to the students’ growth. The repeated mention of the RTSS 
evoked the researchers’ interest to further explore the student reflections and better 
understand in what ways the RTSS impacted the students’ learning experience. The 
student perceptions of using the RTSS demonstrated that students described the use of 
the RTSS as challenging, yet supportive of their growth and a tool to support 
occupational therapy clinical practice. Within Fink’s taxons, students were most likely to 
connect the RTSS with Application and Learning How to Learn (see Table 1). These 
areas of taxonomy are aligned with the main themes identified in the analysis. 
 
As a main theme of the study, Growth Takes Practice included reflections in which 
students described their early difficulty using the framework and the need for practice. 
This student experience is consistent with clinician experiences with the RTSS. In a 
survey of people who downloaded the RTSS manual from the ACRM website, 37% of 
respondents who did not ultimately use the RTSS reported major barriers to use as 
limited time and educational resources to learn and use the RTSS (Van Stan et al., 
2023). The language of the RTSS is novel and does require repeated exposure and 
practice. For most experienced clinicians, making their thinking explicit is a novel and 
challenging process, independent of the RTSS framework (Lam Wai Shun, 2022). For 
entry-level occupational therapy students, this process is completely novel, so while 
using the RTSS framework takes practice, it is a valuable resource that can facilitate the 
important skill of intervention planning. 
 
In the second theme of the study, Building a Bridge from Classroom to Practice, 
students often identified the RTSS as a “tool” used to give form and structure to the 
abstract process of clinical reasoning in occupational therapy practice. Described as a 
means for problem-solving, the RTSS helped students break down the complex task of 
intervention planning into more discrete components. For occupational therapy 
practitioners, the complex decision-making and planning that goes into designing 
treatments are mostly cognitive and implicit (Lam Wai Shun et al., 2022). Implicit  
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knowledge that occupational therapy practitioners use to guide their clinical reasoning 
and critical thinking needs to become explicit (Da Silva Araujo et al., 2022; Jette, 2020). 
Using the RTSS as an explicit strategy was recognized by students as a method that 
could be integrated across multiple contexts. Thus, using this framework supported the 
concept of learning how to learn within the ambiguity of client characteristics that require 
critical thinking within occupational therapy practice. Koenig (2012) noted the 
importance of integrating cognitive behaviors as a key component of facilitating 
sustained independent learning, akin to how the students used the RTSS as a strategy 
to support their learning. With this overt understanding, students can then connect their 
didactic learning to the occupational therapy process.  
 
Learning tools can provide a structure for thinking and learning. Having the RTSS as a 
tool in their proverbial toolbox, the students also emphasized a sense of empowerment 
in being able to better describe their intervention choices. Students and occupational 
therapy practitioners have found it difficult to articulate the complexity and breadth of the 
profession’s domain and process (Kramer et al., 2020). The RTSS had been selected 
for the course as a means to structure student articulation of rationale. Before the 
integration of the RTSS, the instructor’s experience was that student assignments 
demonstrated creativity in their approach but often lacked a sound basis for intervention 
choices. In the described course, students reported that they could use the RTSS to 
communicate their process and rationale for selecting a particular intervention while 
substantiating their approach with theory or evidence. Their reflections shared 
enhanced confidence for advocacy and interprofessional collaboration by using the 
RTSS as a framework to highlight occupational therapy’s distinct value. As a result, 
there is a potential to create practitioners who are more adept at promoting the fidelity of 
occupational therapy service delivery as well as the means to research its effectiveness. 
 
The process of articulating what therapists do and why they do it is central to practice. 
With experience, expert clinicians incorporate this thinking fluidly using knowledge, 
reasoning, and reflection (Wainwright et al., 2010). Students with limited skills may 
benefit from explicit frameworks to organize their thinking and promote their ability to 
articulate their current understanding of theories and actions that guide their practice. 
The concepts and rules that guide treatment specifications using the RTSS encourage 
clear thinking about the purpose of interventions and the actions needed to bring about 
desired changes in function. Clear thinking about a treatment target guides the selection 
of outcome measures that can best capture the changes prescribed by the treatment 
theory. Using appropriate outcome measures guides decisions about a treatment’s 
effectiveness and may contribute to a planned progression of the treatment (Whyte et 
al., 2021). The RTSS can support critical thinking and clinical reasoning by highlighting 
the relationship between the treatment ingredients selected by the clinician and the 
functional changes that are desired. Having a clear mechanism to articulate this process 
can strengthen the profession as a whole and further emphasize occupational therapy’s 
distinct value.  
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Limitations and Future Research 
As a retrospective analysis, this work has several limitations. Data were gathered from a 
single source of reflective writings and not confirmed through alternate sources or 
member checking. All writings were obtained from a single course focused on 
interventions for physical disabilities across the lifespan in a single education program.  
Using a small sample posed some concerns for trustworthiness, although researchers 
did employ measures to mitigate this. These limitations present opportunities for future 
research to empirically evaluate the effectiveness of using the RTSS as a strategy to 
support clinical reasoning in entry-level occupational therapy education.  

 
Implications for Occupational Therapy Education 

The results of this work support the use of the RTSS in occupational therapy education 
as a framework to develop critical thinking for intervention planning. The RTSS takes 
practice to use effectively, suggesting the RTSS could be most beneficial when 
embedded across a curriculum rather than a single course, as is presented in this 
paper. This assertion is consistent with the recommendation of Pitonyak et al. (2020), 
who emphasized the importance of intentionally integrating critical thinking throughout 
an occupational therapy curriculum. Based on the positive perceptions of students, 
there may be value in exploring opportunities to provide earlier learning experiences 
around the RTSS in a curricular course sequence. Providing opportunities to scaffold 
learning may enhance the student learning experience and promote the integration of 
the framework into future intervention planning and delivery. For educators who are 
aware of the RTSS, the most commonly reported barriers to integration into coursework 
are the complexity of the framework and the need for additional resources to learn and 
implement the RTSS (Van Stan et al., 2023; Van Stan et al., 2019). Educators 
interested in learning more about the RTSS are encouraged to review resources 
developed by the ACRM’s RTSS networking group, including a video presentation on 
the RTSS (Lin et al., 2021). The networking group can be found by accessing the 
following link: https://acrm.org/acrm-communities/rehabilitation-treatment-specification/. 
This networking group includes a curriculum task force that aims to develop resources 
to support implementation into rehabilitation therapy curriculums. 
 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this paper was to explore occupational therapy student perceptions of 
their experience using the RTSS in an intentionally designed intervention course. 
Analysis of student reflections at the end of the course revealed that the RTSS added 
value to their learning and perceived improved confidence for Level II fieldwork and 
occupational therapy practice readiness. These findings support the possible benefits of 
integrating this framework into occupational therapy curricula as a means to help 
students further develop critical thinking and clinical reasoning skills. Providing 
opportunities to scaffold learning may enhance the student’s learning experience and 
integration of the framework into future intervention planning and delivery. Providing 
students with a resource to articulate their intervention rationale can empower them to 
develop into effective, evidence-based occupational therapy practitioners to propel the 
profession into the future. 
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Appendix A 

Rehabilitation Treatment Specification System (RTSS) 

Goal 
Write out the goal in COAST format 
(Client, Occupation, Assist Level, 
Specificity, Time; Gateley & Borcherding, 
2016).  

 

Activity 
What is the occupation or activity you will 
do with the client to address the goal? 

 

Treatment Component 
Often an activity that you may think of as a single “treatment” consists of multiple 

treatments 

Target– Identify only ONE thing 
Specific aspect of client functioning to be 
changed – must be measurable! What 
are you DIRECTLY trying to change with 
the intervention that you are applying? 

 

Treatment Groups  
Identify which group your intervention 
falls under: 
• Organ Functions  

o Changes in organs or organ 
systems 

• Skills & Habits 
o Almost infinite set of 

performances 
o Anything that is improved by 

practice 
• Representations - Changes in 

cognitive & affective 
representations 
o Knowledge, beliefs, attitude, 

motivation 
o Targets that are changed 

through information processing 

 

Ingredients 
Specific modalities, medications, 
devices, or practitioner actions chosen to 
bring about change 
 

 

Dosing 
How often, how many times within the 
session 
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Mechanism(s) of Action (MOA) 
The known or hypothesized causal chain 
linking ingredients to the changes in the 
target i.e. how the ingredients work. 
You will need to provide one peer-
reviewed reference or link to frame of 
reference to support this.  

 

Upgrades & Downgrades 
List one upgrade to the activity and one 
downgrade specific to the target. 
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