Ensuring Quality
Online Education
in Occupational

Therapy

s occupational therapy
grows and evolves to meet
the changing needs of
society, so does its pro-
fessional education. One area of growth
and change in occupational therapy
education is distance education, and
most specifically online education.
Distance education is described as an
emerging practice niche by the Ameri-
can Occupational Therapy Association.!
It is defined as any form of education
in which instructors and students are
separated by physical distance.? Online
education is a form of distance educa-
tion that uses online technologies to
facilitate and provide the educational
experience.

Online education has the ability to
reach occupational therapy students
and provide a quality educational
experience without requiring them
to relocate professional and personal
lives for on-campus “brick and mortar”
programs. In addition, online learning
provides students with flexible sched-
uling and opportunities to connect with
professionals in other locations, both
in the United States and around the

cademic

world.? Providing
access to occupa-
tional therapy train-
ing and education

in this manner has t
the ability to remove

some of the barriers,

such as scheduling and location, that
limit the flow of occupational ther-

apy practitioners into practice, thus
responding to the needs of the profes-
sion and society.

As more occupational therapy prac-
titioners and students learn online, we
must ensure that online instruction is
of the highest quality: effective, evi-
dence-based,* inclusive,® and engaging.
This article will describe how quality
in online education can be ensured
by providing (1) appropriate student
support, (2) quality course design and
implementation, and (3) an enriching
learning community. It will also provide
an e-mentoring example from the
Department of Occupational Therapy
at Boston University College of Health
and Rehabilitation Sciences: Sargent
College (BU Sargent College) as one
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way to cultivate an enriching online
learning community.

THE GROWTH OF ONLINE EDUCATION
To meet the learning needs of occupa-
tional therapy students and profession-
als, distance education opportunities
have been provided in a variety of
ways, such as through mail, audio
teleconferencing,® and other relevant
technology for the times. As innova-
tions in Web-based technologies have
advanced, opportunities for online
instruction and learning have grown as
a delivery method for distance educa-
tion.27 Online technologies increase
educational connections; they allow
students from across the street or
around the globe to engage in the same
course and with the same instructors in
a dynamic community of learning.
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Evolution

As described in a literature review
by Doyle, online instruction may be
used for a variety of purposes, includ-
ing delivery of continuing education
courses, fieldwork support, and degree
programs.8 When students are engaged
in fieldwork experiences at a distance
from their university program, online
technologies can facilitate discussions
with their classmates and university
instructors.%1% Degree programs use
a range of online education options:
enhancing an on-campus course,
providing the opportunity to enroll in
an online course within an on-campus
degree program, combining online with
face-to-face instruction (this is termed
hybrid or blended education), or
facilitating an entire degree program
online.8 Entry-level, postprofessional,
continuing education, and professional
development courses and programs

OT PRACTICE ¢ OCTOBER 21, 2013

el i

in occupational therapy are using the
spectrum of these online strategies.? As
demand for distance education grows,
these strategies allow students and
occupational therapy practitioners to
access courses in increasingly flexible
ways.

Although informal observations indi-
cate that the number of online degree
programs and continuing education
course offerings is increasing, there is
no formal mechanism in place to track
these trends in occupational therapy
education.® However, we can extrap-
olate its growth from the increase in
online higher education more generally.
For example, in higher education in
the United States in 2011, there was a
9.3% annual growth rate in enrollment
in online education versus a 1% annual
growth rate in traditional classroom
enrollments.! Over 10 years (2002 to
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2011), the compound annual growth
rate for online education enrollment in
higher education was 17.3%, compared
with 2.6% of traditional classroom
enrollments in higher education.!! In
2011, 32% of students, or 6.7 million
of 20.9 million students, who were
enrolled in U.S. higher education took
at least one course online.!! Due to
this growth of online higher education
in the past decade, it is reasonable to
assume that there is a similar upward
trend in the number of occupational
therapy students accessing online
learning opportunities.

EVIDENCE-BASED AND INCLUSIVE
ONLINE EDUCATION

The occupational therapy profession
has embraced the need to be evidence
based and inclusive, as stated in AOTA’s
Centennial Vision: “We envision that
occupational therapy is a powerful,
widely recognized, science-driven, and
evidence-based profession with a glob-
ally connected and diverse workforce
meeting society’s occupational needs”
(p. 614).12 This drive to be evidence
based and inclusive must be applied



to our professional education as well
as our clinical work and research
efforts. 4513

This article will describe the
evidence used to provide inclusive
student supports, quality course design
and implementation, and an enrich-
ing learning community. By being
evidence-based in our approach to
professional education, we model this
type of practice for students, as well as
ensure that all areas of our professional
work are evidence based. By providing
inclusive educational opportunities, we
allow for all kinds of learners and indi-
viduals to become occupational therapy
professionals, thereby creating a more
diverse profession. In other words, we
make it possible to develop and nurture
the most diverse, powerful workforce
possible, and thereby meet the occu-
pational needs of clients nationally and
internationally.

DEFINING QUALITY

A leading organization in online edu-
cation, the Sloan Consortium, provides
a five-pillared framework to define
quality in online higher

education.

Quality online education is achieved by
continuously improving online course
services while reducing costs of online
instruction (i.e., scale), ensuring that
everyone who wants to learn online is
able to do so (i.e., access), and facilitat-
ing effective learning so that outcomes
“meet or exceed institutional, industry,
and/or community standards” (i.e.,
learning effectiveness). This results
in students who are satisfied with
online learning experiences, interac-
tions with instructors and classmates,
learning outcomes, and access to online
course-related services (i.e., student
satisfaction); as well as faculty who like
teaching online and who appreciate,
and are happy with, the online teaching
experience (i.e., faculty satisfaction).

Students who wish to enroll in
online learning opportunities and
faculty who provide online education
should be attentive to all five areas of
quality in their courses and, if applica-
ble, their overall degree programs.

STUDENT SUPPORT

From our experiences, there are three
specific student characteristics that
facilitate success in online education:
a willingness to learn new technology,
strong written communication skills,
and effective time management sKills.
In addition to these student character-
istics, certain external student supports
encourage learning effectiveness and
student satisfaction in online courses.
Supporting students in their use of the
requisite online technologies for their
courses is critical. Students should be
provided with any necessary training
in using the online course delivery
system and software required for their
particular course or degree program.!®
Support provided to enhance students’
technical skills in online and com-
puter technologies in general
is similarly helpful.

Research has shown that students’
perceptions of the effectiveness of
online courses were higher when they
possessed higher levels of technical
skills.16

In addition to providing support
for the online courses themselves, it
is useful to allow students multiple
methods of accessing support services.
These services may include course reg-
istration assistance, academic support,
advising, tutoring, library resources,
and the university bookstore. Such
resources should have both online!?18
and “live” (e.g., speaking with support
service personnel on the telephone)
access.

QUALITY DESIGN AND
IMPLEMENTATION

Thoughtful course design and imple-
mentation are critical to achieving
learning effectiveness and student sat-
isfaction in an online learning environ-
ment. Students and instructors should
be attentive to crucial technological,
pedagogical, and learning opportunities
when selecting or designing an online
course.

First, it is important that courses
and course content are appropriate for
the Web-based medium.” For exam-
ple, a lab course that includes making
splints may benefit from at least some
in-person sessions, whereas a more
theoretical course may be able to be
delivered completely online. Second,
appropriate course delivery systems
and technologies must be used.!®
Online learning provides additional
educational and professional bene-
fits by enabling occupational therapy
students from different locations to
collaborate nationally and internation-
ally, either synchronously or asynchro-
nously.? Therefore, the technology that
is selected for the online course should
allow for communication and collab-
oration among students, as well as
between the students and instructor.

Pedagogically, it is important that
appropriate theories and strategies are
used to create a meaningful learning
experience. Online courses must set
and meet the same professional expec-
tations and learning opportunities
required of students in the traditional
classroom. Specifically, we must foster
the “deep learning, professionalism,
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Students and instructors should be attentive to crucial technological,

pedagogical, and learning opportunities when selecting or designing
an online course.

Table 1. Theories and Frameworks for Developing Online Education

Theory or Framework

Central Tenets

Knowles’ Adult Learning

This framework provides direction in developing internally

Principles (Andragogy)?® motivated, experiential, goal-oriented, relevant, practical,
and rationale-driven learning opportunities for adults.
Constructivism2* This learner-centered theory sees individuals as actively

engaged in constructing new knowledge and meaning
through combining previous experiences with information
from new learning experiences.

Theory of Transactional
Distance?5%

This theory explores the ongoing interactions among
learners, their instructors, and the course content and

how different relationships among these elements affect
how the distance is bridged in distance education.

Community of Inquiry?7.28

This theory examines computer-mediated distance

education and how a given community of learners can
collaborate to engage in deep and critical thinking and

learning.

and professional autonomy” (p. 66)>2
that we emphasize in all forms of
occupational therapy education.!920 It
is important that courses not become
“knowledge-based and prescriptive”

(p. 147)2! self-directed tours, but
instead have guidance from an occu-
pational therapy instructor and strong
collaboration among peers, just as in
traditional classroom settings. Distance
education also benefits from pedagogy
that focuses on the needs of adult
learners, 522 understands the impact of
distance between learners and instruc-
tor, and allows for using different tech-
nologies, when appropriate. Courses
can be guided by Knowles’ Adult
Learning Principles, or Andragogy,? to
address adult learning needs. Theories
such as Constructivism,2* the Theory
of Transactional Distance,2>26 and

the Community of Inquiry%”2 allow
instructors to consider the impact of
distance and technology on rigorous,
effective, and accessible online learning
opportunities (see Table 1 for the cen-
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tral tenets for these frameworks and
theories).

Critics of online courses some-
times consider them to be easier, or
less rigorous, than their on-campus
counterparts. As of 2012, more than
70% of academic leaders polled about
the quality of online education believed
that learning outcomes for online
instruction were just as good or better
than those of on-campus instruction.!!
One of the keys to successful and qual-
ity online course design is to ensure
that the learning objectives and desired
outcomes are not altered in a way that
changes the content of what would be
taught in the on-campus classroom to
make it suitable for the online medium,
but to adjust how that same content
can be delivered in the online class-
room to achieve the same learning
outcomes.

Additional pedagogical strategies for
quality course design and implementa-
tion include planning, attending to indi-
vidual learning needs, and providing

timely instructor feedback for student
needs and assignments. Courses should
be planned proactively by establishing
and communicating course expecta-
tions and guidelines; providing course
and weekly learning objectives; sending
weekly e-mail greetings, updates, and
reminders; supplying pre-planned
content, readings, assignments, and
grading rubrics; and including varying
opportunities for interaction through-
out the course.!5:18

Attention to individual learner read-
iness, needs, and characteristics (e.g.,
cultural and linguistic differences)
should be inherent in an instructor’s
approach and course design. To engage
the learner in various ways, Gaytan and
McEwen suggested including opportu-
nities such as group projects, portfo-
lios, self-assessments, peer review, and
discussions in addition to the more
traditional essays, weekly assignments,
and quizzes.?? Quality instruction is still
required and expected by an online
audience, and the online environ-
ment provides a variety of tools for an
instructor to use to enrich and enhance
instruction that may not be available in
the stand-alone classroom. Such learn-
ing activities and evaluations have the
added benefits of targeting different
levels of cognitive processing, different
learning styles and preferences, and
various types of collaboration within an
online course.!172229 A study by Doyle
and Jacobs indicated that students
wish to understand their own needs
and desires with regard to online learn-
ing and may benefit from tools such
as learning profiles and learning style
or preference assessments to further
explore their learning processes in
an online course or program.3? Lastly,
allowing for some degree of self-pacing
within a course, where appropriate,
may enhance student satisfaction and
engagement online.?2 For example,
instructors may allow students to set
their own due dates for assignments

1"



and readings within each section of a
course.

Finally, quality course design and
implementation include prompt,
relevant, continuous, and personal-
ized instructor feedback on course
assignments and progress. This helps
students feel connected to their
instructors, engaged in the learning
process, motivated to continue good
work, and satisfied with the learning
experience.15.1822

BUILDING A LEARNING COMMUNITY
In addition to appropriate student
support services and course design and
implementation, building a learning
community is a critical component of

a quality online educational experi-
ence. Research indicates that courses
in which a sense of community is

built and interactions are encouraged
throughout enhance student satisfac-
tion and retention.'® To develop a true
community of learners, it is important
that course interactions and relation-
ships occur at both the student—
student and student-instructor levels.1?

The flexibility of online course
design allows instructors to build
collaborative learning opportunities
into the courses themselves, through
the use of features such as asynchro-
nous discussions and live, synchronous
chats.1>18.22 Students do not need to be
logged into the course at the same time
as their classmates to participate in the
asynchronous discussions. However,
they all must contribute to the discus-
sions within the allotted time frame
(e.g., 24 or 48 hours). Synchronous
chats allow students to meet with one
another or with the instructor in real
time using typed text, or Web cameras
and video chat technology.

Additional course elements that
encourage or require student—student
collaboration may include peer men-
toring, study groups, peer review of
assignments, and projects completed
by pairs or small groups of students.
Student-instructor interaction can
be enhanced by providing oppor-
tunities for feedback and input at
selected points throughout the course
to ensure satisfaction, quality of the
learning experience, and learning
acquisition. 18 Personalized faculty
feedback on student work!?:1822 and

12
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A video introduction by the instructor is part of every online course.

Personalized faculty feedback on student work and

faculty—student e-mentoring can belp build a learning

community and enhance the learning experience.

faculty—student e-mentoring can

help build a learning community and
enhance the learning experience.
These development strategies allow
collaboration to become a pervasive
element throughout the online course
experience, engaging students in the
learning process and connecting them
to a community of learners.

E-MENTORING EXAMPLE AT

BOSTON UNIVERSITY

BU Sargent College has provided post-
professional online education to occu-
pational therapy professionals since
2004. BU Sargent College first offered
an online postprofessional master of
science degree for occupational ther-
apists, which graduated 118 students
in the 6 years that the program was
offered. BU Sargent College now also
offers the online postprofessional doc-
torate in occupational therapy program
and had graduated 27 students by the
time of this writing. This program con-
sists of 10 core courses and a doctoral
project that focuses on developing the
students’ ability to “evaluate theory and
evidence in their area of practice, iden-
tify gaps or shortcomings in current

intervention methods and programs,
and design innovative responses to fill
those unmet needs.”! Each student
engages in individualized faculty-to-
student and peer-to-peer mentoring
in addition to coursework throughout
the duration of the program. For the
majority of the program, faculty and
students are in different geographic
locations, and thus must engage in
electronic mentoring (e-mentoring),
using technology such as electronic
communication platforms (Adobe Con-
nect, Wimba) and Web cameras as well
as telephone and e-mail communica-
tions. This e-mentoring is one way the
BU program facilitates the construction
of an online learning community.
E-mentoring has been shown to be
a promising alternative to in-person
mentoring.?23% E-mentoring is particu-
larly successful when participants are
comfortable navigating the Internet
and are motivated to be involved in the
mentoring dyad; success is unrelated to
prior mentoring experiences.?? Addi-
tionally, DiRenzo et al. reported that
the frequency of e-mentoring inter-
actions mediates outcomes of general

OCTOBER 21, 2013 « WWW.AOTA.ORG


http://www.aota.org

Fru= sty E-geremcs (= Carmsn - Dessicsory @

-3 Frmemoionsl
P LT R A, L
PR e ey iy

Faanpy b i dgwcary [Pomt

An online poster presentation to classmates.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Education and Career Resources
www.aota.org/en/education-careers

Clinical Supervision in Occupational Therapy:

A Guide for Fieldwork and Practice

By D. M. Costa, 2007. Bethesda, MD: AOTA Press.
($49 for members, $69 for nonmembers. To order,
call toll free 877-404-A0TA or shop online at http:/
store.aota.org/view/?SKU=1238. Order #1238.
Promo code MI)

The Essential Guide to Occupational Therapy
Fieldwork Education: Resources for Today’s
Educators and Practitioners

By D. M. Costa, 2004. Bethesda, MD: AOTA Press.
($59 for members, $83 for nonmembers. To order,
call toll free 877-404-A0TA or shop online at http:/
store.aota.org/view/?SKU=1231. Order #1231.
Promo code MI)

AOTA CEonCD™ or Online Course

Everyday Ethics: Core Knowledge for
Occupational Therapy Practitioners and
Educators, 2nd Edition

By D. Y. Slater, S. M. Reitz, L. C. Brandt, & L. Ga-
briel, 2011. Bethesda, MD: American Occupational
Therapy Association. (Earn .3 AOTA CEU [3.75

self-efficacy and task efficacy among
the peer mentors.??

Peer-to-peer and faculty-to-student
mentoring may serve complementary
roles in an academic program. They
provide scholarly or professional
development opportunities as well
as support.34 Peer-to-peer mentoring
has been found to be most effective in
providing instrumental (e.g., how to
navigate technical and organizational
aspects of a program) and psycho-
social support as well as increasing
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NBCOT PDUs, 3 contact hours]. GD Gourse: $105
for members, $150 for nonmembers. Order #4846.
Online Course: $95 for members, $140 for non-
members. Order #0L4846. To order, call toll free
877-404-A0TA or shop online at http://store.aota.
org and enter order # preferred. Promo code MI)

AQTA Online Course

Occupational Therapy in Action: Using the Lens
of the Occupational Therapy Practice Framework:
Domain and Process, 2nd Edition

By S. S. Roley & J. DeLany, 2009. Bethesda, MD:
American Occupational Therapy Association. (Earn
.6 AOTA CEU [7.5 NBCOT PDUs, 6 contact hours].
$180 for members, $255 for nonmembers. To
order, call toll free 877-404-A0TA or shop online
at http://store.aota.org/view/?SKU=0L32. Order
#0L32. Promo code MI)

ICONNECTIONS|

Discuss this and other articles on
the OT Practice Magazine public forum
at http://www.0TConnections.org.

satisfaction with academic programs.3®
Research indicates that faculty and
students perceive the most important
tasks of faculty mentors to include
facilitating professional development
and identification, academic direc-
tion, skill-building, and creative and
independent thinking of mentees.34:36
Tasks like these, which are essential to
the learning experience, need not be
fulfilled strictly by in-person mentoring
arrangements.

Most research to date has looked
at e-mentoring in written format
only, such as with e-mail or message
boards.?237 Little is published about
e-mentoring using technology such
as Web cameras and electronic com-
munication platforms. Because these
technologies allow for face-to-face
interactions at a distance, it is possible
that such e-mentoring interactions
might prove even more effective than
written methods. To advance the evi-
dence-based literature on e-mentoring
and its effectiveness in online learning,
we will embark on a research project
with our own OTD graduates who have
engaged in face-to-face e-mentoring.

Peer and faculty mentors in our
program who have used this face-to-
face e-mentoring technology infor-
mally self-report high satisfaction with
this approach. Students indicate that
e-mentoring facilitates and sustains
motivation, connection to the univer-
sity, and commitment to one’s academic
and professional work, as well as builds
a strong sense of community and
support. Some mentoring relationships
have extended beyond the program’s
duration, resulting in long-term
professional relationships involving
clinical, research, and academic work.
For example, 2010 OTD graduate Julie
Nastasi shared, “When I entered the
doctoral program I was assigned a
faculty and peer mentor whom I met
with on a weekly basis. My peer men-
tor and I planned and organized our
semesters, reviewed each other’s work,
and provided support for each other
throughout our doctoral degrees. Since
graduating from the doctoral program,
my peer mentor and I have continued
to support each other by review-
ing chapters for books that we have
written, or articles for journals. The
relationship we developed has helped
each of us grow as professionals.”

CONCLUSION

Online education in occupational ther-
apy has the capacity to bring effective
and engaging coursework to students

in continuing education, fieldwork, and
professional degree courses and pro-
grams. By providing appropriate student
services, course design and implemen-
tation, and opportunities to engage in a
community of learners, a quality educa-
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By providing appropriate student services, course design and implementation,

and opportunities to engage in a community of learners, a quality educational
experience can be achieved.

tional experience can be achieved. When

these elements are evidence based and
inclusive, we contribute to building

a knowledgeable, diverse profession
prepared to meet the occupational
challenges and goals of our clients, our
societies, and our world. m

Karen Jacobs, EdD, OTR/L, CPE, FAOTA, is clinical
professor and program director of the Online
Post-Professional Doctorate in Occupational
Therapy at Boston University College of Health &

Rehabilitation Sciences: Sargent College.

Nancy W. Doyle, OTD, OTR/L, is an online instructor
at Boston University College of Health & Rehabil-
itation Sciences: Sargent College and a pediatric

occupational therapist in Washington, DC.

Robyn Martin, MSW, is the director of distance
education at Boston University College of Health &
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