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Evaluating Entry-level Occupational Therapy Education and Practice: A Qualitative
SWOT Study in the Philippines

Abstract

Occupational therapy education plays a pivotal role in equipping professionals to meet the dynamic
demands of healthcare systems. This study evaluated the Bachelor of Science in Occupational Therapy
(BSOT) program at Velez College in the Philippines, utilizing a qualitative analysis framework to explore
its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) as perceived by educators, students,
alumni, and practitioners. Findings highlight the program'’s robust generalist curriculum, strong
community-based partnerships, and interprofessional collaboration opportunities. However, challenges
such as limited access to standardized assessment tools, high educator turnover, and insufficient
specialization opportunities were identified. Notably, emerging demands in mental health and holistic
care present growth opportunities for the program, alongside the need to address persistent threats such
as brain drain and financial barriers. By leveraging strategies like expanding mental health training,
fostering educator retention, and integrating stakeholder-driven curriculum revisions, the program can
enhance its relevance and sustainability. This study underscores the importance of program evaluations
in informing adaptive educational strategies that align with global and local healthcare needs. Future
research needs to explore the long-term impacts of such initiatives on graduate outcomes and workforce
retention.
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ABSTRACT

Occupational therapy education plays a pivotal role in equipping professionals to meet
the dynamic demands of healthcare systems. This study evaluated the Bachelor of
Science in Occupational Therapy (BSOT) program at Velez College in the Philippines,
utilizing a qualitative analysis framework to explore its strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats (SWOT) as perceived by educators, students, alumni, and
practitioners. Findings highlight the program’s robust generalist curriculum, strong
community-based partnerships, and interprofessional collaboration opportunities.
However, challenges such as limited access to standardized assessment tools, high
educator turnover, and insufficient specialization opportunities were identified. Notably,
emerging demands in mental health and holistic care present growth opportunities for
the program, alongside the need to address persistent threats such as brain drain and
financial barriers. By leveraging strategies like expanding mental health training,
fostering educator retention, and integrating stakeholder-driven curriculum revisions, the
program can enhance its relevance and sustainability. This study underscores the
importance of program evaluations in informing adaptive educational strategies that
align with global and local healthcare needs. Future research needs to explore the long-
term impacts of such initiatives on graduate outcomes and workforce retention.

Published by Encompass,



Journal of Occupational Therapy Education, Vol. 9 [], Iss. 1, Art. 2

Introduction
Occupational therapy education serves as the foundation for training skilled healthcare
professionals who can advance health and well-being across diverse populations.
Entry-level education requirements vary internationally. However, global standards
established by the World Federation of Occupational Therapists (WFOT) ensure
uniformity in the training of occupational therapists who can adapt to changing practice
requirements (WFOT, 2016). In the Philippines, a bachelor’s degree is the required
qualification for entry-level occupational therapy practice (Commission on Higher
Education [CHED], 2017). The first Bachelor of Science in Occupational Therapy
(BSOT) program was established at the University of the Philippines Manila in 1962 due
to the growth of occupational therapy in the Philippines in response to post-World War |l
rehabilitation needs (Bondoc, 2005). Over the decades, the demand for occupational
therapists grew, driving the expansion of occupational therapy education to institutions
beyond the national capital region.

This study focuses on the BSOT program at Velez College, an academic institution
outside the national capital region. The program was established in 1992 in response to
the growing demand for rehabilitation professionals both nationally and internationally.
Velez College's BSOT program, approved by WFOT since 2000, is one of only five
WFOT-approved programs in the Philippines. Since then, the program has been
instrumental in the development of occupational therapy in the country. Moreover, the
Philippines is a significant global source of occupational therapists, with a large number
of graduates working abroad (Pineda et al., 2023). However, this unique position
presents both challenges and opportunities for occupational therapy education in the
country. By evaluating stakeholder perspectives on the BSOT program, this case study
seeks to provide insights that may guide the future of occupational therapy education in
similar contexts.

Further, global trends in occupational therapy education highlight challenges like
specialized training demand, healthcare professional migration, and the need to adapt
to evolving healthcare needs (Jesus et al., 2022, 2023). The Philippines' occupational
therapy education programs have successfully trained practitioners for local and
international practice, but face challenges in aligning with international standards,
especially in regions outside the capital (Bulan, 2023). Likewise, limited research
evaluates Philippine entry-level occupational therapy programs’ response to challenges
and preparation for contemporary practice, domestically and abroad (Aldrich & Grajo,
2017; Cabatan & Grajo, 2017; Cabatan & Duque, 2020).

This study is framed within the context of program evaluation theory, which emphasizes
assessing the effectiveness and impact of educational programs to ensure alignment
with professional standards and stakeholder needs (Beerkens & Udam, 2017; Frye &
Hemmer, 2012). Using this theoretical lens, the research adopts a qualitative case study
approach to evaluate the BSOT program at Velez College, focusing on its strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT). By examining stakeholder
perspectives, the study aims to provide actionable insights for optimizing entry-level
occupational therapy education to meet the evolving demands of the profession.
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Moreover, as occupational therapy education continues to adapt to global trends, this
study offers a critical evaluation of an entry-level program in the Philippines, addressing
underrepresented perspectives in existing literature. By analyzing stakeholder
perspectives, the findings contribute to understanding how such programs can balance
foundational generalist training with emerging demands for specialization, thereby
enhancing educational programs’ relevance and responsiveness. Lastly, this case study
highlights opportunities for aligning educational practices with local and global
healthcare needs, ensuring that occupational therapy graduates are prepared to meet
the profession’s challenges and opportunities.

Methods
This study employed a qualitative case study design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The
case study approach was selected to allow an in-depth exploration of stakeholder
perspectives, including those directly involved with the program and external
stakeholders such as graduates working in various practice settings, capturing the
complex dynamics of occupational therapy education and its impact on local and
international practice.

Participants and Recruitment

Approval for this study was obtained from Velez College and endorsed by the
Department of Occupational Therapy. All stakeholders provided informed consent
before participating, ensuring their involvement was voluntary, confidential, and
compliant with ethical standards. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at
any point without consequence. While there were no direct financial or material benefits
for participation, participants had the opportunity to contribute valuable insights that
could influence the improvement of occupational therapy education and practice.

A total of 30 participants were purposively selected through email invitations to
represent a diverse range of stakeholders involved with the BSOT program. The
participants were drawn from Velez College’s industry partners and practice placement
affiliations, ensuring that key sectors within the occupational therapy community were
well-represented. Participants included occupational therapy educators, students,
alumni, and professionals from various practice areas such as mental health, pediatrics,
community-based rehabilitation, and physical dysfunction. While practitioners affiliated
with external organizations were not directly part of the academic institution, their roles
as supervisors, mentors, or collaborators in practice placements provided valuable
insights into the program’s alignment with professional practice standards. Additionally,
parents of students were included to contribute unique insights into the program,
particularly regarding the support provided to students during clinical placements.

Data Collection Tools and Procedures

This study used focus group discussions to gather data from various stakeholders about
the status of occupational therapy education and practice in Cebu, Philippines. While
participants shared insights grounded in their experiences within Cebu, Philippines,
graduates practicing abroad also provided valuable perspectives on how the program
prepared them for international occupational therapy practice. Discussions were
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structured using the SWOT analysis framework, a tool used to assess both internal
factors—strengths and weaknesses—and external factors—opportunities and threats
(Benzaghta et al., 2021). Moreover, SWOT analysis has been validated as an effective
qualitative tool for identifying actionable insights and guiding strategic planning in
various fields, including health and education (Ghazinoory et al., 2011). Its structured
approach ensures comprehensive evaluation and facilitates meaningful stakeholder
engagement.

To ensure comprehensive data collection and achieve data saturation, participants were
clustered into five groups, each representing different stakeholder categories (Hennink
& Kaiser, 2022). In-person focus groups were conducted by one researcher and another
serving as the note-taker, with each session lasting approximately one hour. Although
focus groups were not audio-recorded, detailed notes were taken during each session
to document participant responses or transcripts accurately (Bertrand et al., 1992;
Clausen, 2012). Non-verbal cues and contextual information were also recorded to
capture the nuances of the discussions. A semi-structured guide was used to ensure
consistency in questioning across all groups and to achieve the study’s aims. The
interview guide (see Appendix) focused on SWOT analysis, aiming to gather detailed
responses on the four dimensions of the analysis (Benzaghta et al., 2021). The guide
incorporated elements from the WFOT Quality Evaluation Strategy Tool (QUEST;
Brandis et al., 2021) and the WFOT Minimum Standards for Occupational Therapist
Education to anchor the discussions on occupational therapy education. These
frameworks provided additional structure to assess the status of the entry-level BSOT
program and its alignment with global educational standards.

Data collection took place on July 29, 2023, with all focus groups conducted on the
same day. Participants consented to notes being taken during each session to record
non-verbal cues and contextual information.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using a qualitative SWOT analysis framework in conjunction with
the six-phase thematic analysis approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The
process enabled a systematic identification and analysis of data patterns, categorizing
findings into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.

The data analysis followed six distinct phases. First, the authors thoroughly reviewed
discussion notes and transcripts to familiarize themselves with the data, identifying
initial impressions and potential patterns. In the second phase, authors independently
generated initial codes from the data, focusing on identifying meaningful units of
information relevant to the study’s objectives. These codes were developed manually,
ensuring a hands-on approach to the analysis.

Each researcher analyzed the data from the focus group they facilitated, generating
initial codes and themes. To enhance rigor and ensure comprehensive interpretation, a
second round of analysis was conducted by the other researchers. The third phase
involved searching for themes by organizing the generated codes into the four SWOT
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categories. The fourth phase involved reviewing themes related to the study's aim,
ensuring coherence and accuracy in reflecting collected participant data. Throughout
the coding process, the authors regularly met to verify the codes and themes. Any
disagreements during this stage were resolved through consensus.

The authors refined themes in the fifth phase, clearly defining each and contributing
meaningfully to the overall analysis of the BSOT program. In the final phase, the
identified themes and findings were reported back to participants in a big group
discussion facilitated by all researchers, as a form of member checking. During this
session, stakeholders were invited to review and validate the findings, provide
feedback, and suggest refinements to ensure the analysis was accurate and
representative of their perspectives. Feedback gathered during this session was
integrated into the final thematic analysis report to enhance rigor and trustworthiness.

Rigor and Trustworthiness

The authors ensured rigor and trustworthiness by applying Guba and Lincoln (1989)
principles of credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability. The credibility of
the analysis was enhanced through member-checking as findings were presented to
stakeholders for review and verification. Investigator triangulation, with multiple authors
involved in coding and analysis, reduced bias and increased reliability. The authors
consisted of experienced occupational therapy educators and practitioners, which may
have influenced their interpretations and interactions with the data. To mitigate potential
bias, reflective journals documented researchers’ thoughts and assumptions throughout
the study. These entries were reviewed during peer debriefing sessions to identify
potential biases and ensure interpretations remained grounded in the data to enhance
confirmability. Detailed records of the research process ensured dependability,
providing a clear audit trail. Transferability was enhanced by detailed descriptions of the
context and participants, enabling others to evaluate its applicability to similar contexts.

Findings
Participant Characteristics
A total of 30 stakeholders participated in this study, representing a diverse range of
perspectives within the BSOT program. Table 1 provides a breakdown of participant
distribution by stakeholder group.
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Table 1

Distribution of Stakeholders

Stakeholder

Number of
Participants (N = 30)

Educators

Mental Health practitioners
Pediatrics practitioners
Community-based practitioners
Physical Dysfunction practitioners

Alumni
Students
Parents of students

Quality assurance personnel

NNWWNPAARARAO®O

Themes of the SWOT Analysis of the BSOT Program

Through thematic analysis, data was organized into distinct themes that capture the
participants’ experiences and perspectives on key aspects of the BSOT program (see
Table 2). These themes are presented below, along with supporting quotes from
participants to illustrate the key findings.

Table 2

Themes from SWOT Analysis

SWOT Component

Themes

Strengths

Weaknesses

Opportunities

Threats

Comprehensive Curriculum for Generalist Practice
Fostering Interprofessional Collaboration

Strong Community-Based Learning Partnerships
Limited Access to Standardized Assessment Tools
High Educator Turnover Impacting Consistency
Insufficient Specialization Opportunities

Expanding Holistic Care and Wellness Models
Growing Demand for Occupational Therapy in Mental
Health

Enhancing Interdisciplinary Research and Advocacy
Brain Drain Due to Migration

Financial Barriers to Services and Training
Persistent Mental Health Stigma
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Strengths

Comprehensive Curriculum for Generalist Practice

The BSOT program's curriculum was widely regarded as a significant strength,
particularly in its capacity to prepare students for generalist practice in various
occupational therapy settings. The curriculum’s integration of classroom-based theory
with hands-on fieldwork was frequently mentioned as an effective approach to ensuring
students were well-prepared for the real-world application of their knowledge. Educators
emphasized the importance of this integration, stating:

“What we teach in the classroom can be applied during fieldwork
sessions. It's important for students to see the connection between theory
and practice.”

Participants emphasized the connection between theory and practice, stating that the
curriculum offered students a comprehensive understanding of occupational therapy
principles, adaptable across various clinical and community settings. An alumni
participant commented:

“The program prepared me well for different practice areas, from
pediatrics to physical dysfunction. | felt confident working in different
settings, both here and abroad.”

The curriculum’s focus on generalist skills was seen as essential to the adaptability of
graduates in both local and international practice environments. Stakeholders noted the
program's strength in producing occupational therapists competent in traditional practice
and emerging fields like mental health and community-based rehabilitation.

Fostering Interprofessional Collaboration

A key strength identified by stakeholders was the BSOT program’s emphasis on
interprofessional collaboration. The program encouraged students to work alongside
other professionals, such as speech therapists, physical therapists, and special
education teachers, creating opportunities for multidisciplinary learning and practice.
This collaborative environment was seen as essential for preparing students to meet the
complex needs of clients in various settings. Pediatric practitioners explained how this
collaboration played out in practice:

"OTs work together with speech therapists and special education teachers
to help kids do well in the classroom. It's about seeing the child holistically,
not just from one discipline’s perspective."

Likewise, educators emphasized the importance of fostering teamwork among students
in the program's approach to occupational therapy education. By learning to collaborate
with other professionals, students were better prepared to address the diverse
challenges they encountered in clinical practice. Another participant shared:
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"We teach our students to work in multidisciplinary teams because that’s
what they will face in practice. It's important they understand how to
communicate and collaborate with other professionals.”

The program emphasized interprofessional learning, ensuring graduates were not only
skilled in their own practice but also capable of working effectively within
multidisciplinary teams. Stakeholders agreed that this focus on collaboration enhanced
both student education and client outcomes.

Strong Community-Based Learning Partnerships

Another significant strength identified by stakeholders was the BSOT program’s strong
partnerships with community-based organizations and centers. These partnerships
offered students hands-on learning experiences in community-based occupational
therapy practice, allowing them to apply their knowledge in real-world settings.
Community-based practitioners highlighted the value of these partnerships:

"Our collaboration with the BSOT program has been beneficial for both
students and the community. The students get to practice what they’ve
learned, and we get to expand our services."

Partnerships allowed students to develop their skills in diverse environments, such as
home health, pediatrics, and mental health, while also contributing to the community’s
needs. Another participant from a community center shared:

"We've been working with the BSOT program for years, and it's a win-win
situation. The students are exposed to real clients, and we get to help
more people in need."

Stakeholders emphasized that these community-based learning experiences enhanced
the students’ understanding of occupational therapy beyond clinical settings and helped
them develop competencies in areas such as community engagement, advocacy, and

health promotion. This strong network of community partnerships was a key strength of
the BSOT program, ensuring that students received comprehensive, real-world training.

Weaknesses

Limited Access to Standardized Assessment Tools

A significant weakness identified by stakeholders was the limited access to
standardized assessment tools within the BSOT program and in practice settings. Due
to resource constraints, many practitioners and students relied heavily on clinical
observations and adapted assessments that could influence the consistency and quality
of care provided. One community-based practitioner described the challenges
associated with this limitation:

https://encompass.eku.edu/jote/vol9/iss1/2
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"We don’t have access to standardized assessments, so we rely a lot on
skilled observation. It works, but it's not always ideal, especially when
you’re trying to provide evidence-based care."

This lack of access to standardized tools was seen as a barrier to both student training
and professional practice. Practitioners and educators alike expressed concern that the
lack of these resources could hinder students’ ability to provide consistent and effective
care once they graduate. An educator explained:

"Our students are well-prepared in terms of clinical reasoning, but the lack
of standardized tools is a real issue. It limits their exposure to evidence-
based assessments."

The limited availability of these tools was also linked to broader resource constraints,
affecting not only the BSOT program but also occupational therapy practice across the
country. This weakness was highlighted as a critical area for improvement, both in the
context of education and the broader practice environment.

High Educator Turnover Impacting Consistency

Stakeholders were concerned about the high turnover rate of educators in the BSOT
program, which had negatively impacted the curriculum's continuity and consistency.
Frequent changes in faculty members were seen as disruptive to both students' learning
experiences and the overall quality of the program. Students shared their experience
with this issue:

"We’ve had teachers who stayed for a semester or two, but then left when
they got better opportunities abroad. It's hard because we just get used to
one style of teaching, and then we have to adjust again."

Likewise, educators acknowledged the challenges posed by high turnover, noting the
constant changes in teaching staff made it difficult to maintain continuity in the
curriculum and build long-term relationships with students. An educator explained:

"It's tough to deliver a consistent program when we’re dealing with
turnover. We try our best to keep the curriculum stable, but there’s always
an adjustment period when new faculty come in."

This instability was attributed, in part, to the global demand for occupational therapists,
which often led to educators leaving for better opportunities abroad. While the program
benefitted from having dedicated faculty members, the ongoing issue of educator
turnover presented a significant challenge to maintaining a stable and effective learning
environment.
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Insufficient Specialization Opportunities

Stakeholders also highlighted the lack of opportunities for students to pursue
specialization or advanced training within the BSOT program. The curriculum offered a
robust foundation for generalist practice, but many students and alumni sought more
targeted learning experiences in specialized areas such as mental health, pediatrics,
and community-based rehabilitation. An alumni shared:

"The program prepared me well for general practice, but | wish there were
more opportunities to specialize in areas like mental health. | had to
pursue additional training after graduation to focus on that."

Moreover, educators acknowledged that resource constraints and limited funding often
hindered the creation of specialized courses or certifications within the program. An
educator mentioned:

"We focus on preparing our students for generalist roles, but we recognize
the need for more specialization tracks. Unfortunately, the resources just
aren’t there to support it right now."

The absence of formal pathways for specialization was seen as a limitation of the
program, particularly considering the growing demand for occupational therapists with
expertise in specific fields. Stakeholders emphasized the need for the BSOT program to
explore options for offering more specialized training opportunities to meet the evolving
needs of the profession.

Opportunities

Expanding Holistic Care and Wellness Models

An exciting opportunity identified by stakeholders was the potential to expand the BSOT
program’s focus beyond traditional medical models and incorporate more holistic care
and wellness-based approaches. As healthcare shifts toward more comprehensive and
person-centered models, there is a growing recognition that occupational therapy
should embrace broader aspects of well-being, including mental health, lifestyle
interventions, and community-based wellness programs. A community-based
practitioner expressed optimism about the program's potential to grow in this direction:

"There is so much room for OTs to go beyond the medical model. We can
help people with wellness, prevention, and overall quality of life, not just
rehabilitation."

Educators also recognized the potential benefits of incorporating more holistic care

approaches into the curriculum, especially in community-based and non-clinical
settings. One educator noted:
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"Our students need to learn how to approach OT from a holistic
perspective. It’s not just about treating physical dysfunction but also about
improving overall well-being."

Stakeholders believed that by expanding the program’s focus in these areas, the BSOT
program could better prepare students to address the full spectrum of clients’ needs and
help contribute to broader health outcomes in the community.

Growing Demand for OT in Mental Health

Stakeholders identified the increasing demand for occupational therapy services in
mental health as a significant opportunity for the BSOT program to expand its focus.
With the rise in mental health issues globally and locally, there is a clear need for
occupational therapists who are equipped to provide therapeutic interventions for
individuals with mental health conditions. This growing demand presented a chance for
the program to offer more targeted training and specialization in this critical area. A
mental health practitioner explained the importance of this opportunity:

"There is a need for OTs in mental health, especially in community-based
settings. We have the skills to help clients with mental health challenges,
but we need more focus on this in the curriculum."

Further, educators acknowledged that mental health is an area where occupational
therapists could have a significant impact, particularly in terms of promoting community
reintegration, independence, and quality of life for individuals with mental health
conditions. One educator shared:

"Our graduates are increasingly finding opportunities in mental health, but
we need to do more to prepare them for this. It's a growing field, and we
need to make sure they have the skills to succeed."

Stakeholders expressed that this opportunity aligned with the global trends in
occupational therapy, which recognize mental health as a vital area of practice.
Stakeholders suggested that expanding the BSOT program's emphasis on mental
health could help address a critical need in the community while positioning graduates
for success in this growing field.

Enhancing Interdisciplinary Research and Advocacy

Stakeholders highlighted the opportunity to strengthen interdisciplinary research and
advocacy within the BSOT program. As healthcare becomes increasingly collaborative,
stakeholders expressed a growing need for occupational therapists to engage in
research that crosses disciplinary boundaries, advancing knowledge and improving
client outcomes. Moreover, stakeholders noted that occupational therapists can play a
crucial role in advocacy, particularly in promoting health and wellness initiatives at the
community and policy levels. A community-based practitioner emphasized the value of
interdisciplinary research:

Published by Encompass,



Journal of Occupational Therapy Education, Vol. 9 [], Iss. 1, Art. 2

"We need more collaboration with other health professionals in research.
Occupational therapists can contribute so much to health promotion and
wellness, especially in areas like client education and advocacy."

Moreover, educators recognized the importance of advocacy as a skill that should be
embedded in the curriculum. They pointed to opportunities for students to be involved in
projects that focus on health promotion, policy change, and community outreach. An
educator shared:

"It's important that our students not only learn clinical skills but also
understand how to advocate for their clients and the profession. Research
and advocacy go hand in hand."

Threats

Brain Drain Due to Migration

Stakeholders identified the ongoing migration of graduates and educators to countries
offering better salaries and career opportunities as a significant threat. This "brain drain"
has a detrimental effect on the sustainability and quality of the BSOT program, as it
leads to a loss of skilled professionals in education and practice. The global demand for
occupational therapists often draws talent away from the Philippines, creating
challenges for local institutions to retain experienced educators and practitioners. An
alumni member shared their experience of migrating for better opportunities abroad:

"After graduating, | decided to work abroad because the salary and
opportunities are so much better. It's hard to stay when you know you can
earn more and have more growth overseas."

Educators echoed this sentiment, expressing concern about the program’s ability to
maintain a consistent teaching staff due to the notions of better prospects abroad. An
educator explained:

"We see a lot of talented faculty members leaving for positions in other
countries. It’s difficult to maintain continuity in the program when turnover
is so high."

Financial Barriers to Services and Training

Another significant threat identified by stakeholders was the financial barriers that
restricted access to occupational therapy services and limited the availability of
resources for training within the BSOT program. Limited funding, especially in
community-based and rural areas, led to reduced access to essential tools, equipment,
and services for clients and students. This financial strain affected the ability to provide
high-quality occupational therapy care and hindered the development of more advanced
training opportunities within the program. A community-based practitioner described the
challenges faced due to financial constraints:
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"We struggle with funding, which means we can’t always offer the services
our clients need. It also limits what we can provide for students in terms of
training and resources."

These financial barriers also impacted students’ learning experiences, as the lack of
equipment and standardized assessment tools could limit their ability to practice
effectively and gain exposure to evidence-based care. An educator explained:

"Without the proper funding, it’s difficult to give students the resources
they need for their training. We do our best with what we have, but there
are limitations."

Persistent Mental Health Stigma

An ongoing threat identified by stakeholders was the stigma surrounding mental health,
which affected both occupational therapy services and community engagement. Despite
efforts to promote mental health awareness, stigma was a significant barrier to seeking
care, receiving treatment, and engaging families and communities in the therapeutic
process. This stigma also limited the development of mental health services within
occupational therapy, further exacerbating the issue. Mental health practitioners shared
their concerns about the impact of stigma on service delivery:

"The stigma around mental health is still strong. Many families are hesitant
to get involved in therapy because of it, and this really affects our ability to
provide the care that’s needed."

Participants identified persistent mental health stigma as a significant threat to
occupational therapy practice and education. This stigma affected students’ ability to
engage fully in mental health placement and may hinder their confidence in pursuing
careers in this practice area. The stigma also challenged the program’s efforts to
prepare students for diverse practice settings, potentially limiting their exposure to and
competence in mental health practice.

Likewise, educators and practitioners alike noted that mental health awareness
campaigns and psychoeducation efforts are still needed to overcome these challenges.
One educator mentioned:

"We’re working on educating the community, but the stigma around mental
health is deeply rooted. It's a barrier to effective care and limits what we
can do as therapists."

Discussion
Findings from this study align with existing literature on occupational therapy education
and practice, particularly in the context of generalist training and global workforce
challenges. The comprehensive curriculum of the BSOT program, which was
highlighted as a key strength by stakeholders, echoes the recommendations of the
WFOT and other accrediting bodies (CHED, 2017; WFOT, 2016) which emphasize the
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importance of preparing entry-level occupational therapists to be generalists, capable of
practicing across diverse settings (AOTA, 2021). In the United States (US) and
international context, generalist training is critical for equipping practitioners to serve
diverse populations, particularly in rural and underserved communities where
specialized services are often scarce (Cahill et al., 2015; Kanny & Crowe, 1990).
Likewise, in the context of the Philippines, generalist training prepares graduates to
work across a broad range of practice areas, addressing the needs of rural communities
where access to healthcare and rehabilitation services is limited. Moreover, global
occupational therapy trends increasingly emphasize the integration of community-based
rehabilitation and interprofessional collaboration, enabling practitioners to address
social determinants of health and engage in holistic, person-centered care (Lucas
Molitor & Naber, 2020; Reitz et al., 2020). These trends underscore the dual importance
of maintaining a robust generalist curriculum while also exploring pathways for
advanced training in emerging fields, such as mental health and community-based care,
to meet both local and global healthcare demands (Lemez & Jimenez, 2022).

However, our findings also resonate with broader challenges identified in the literature,
particularly the issue of limited access to standardized assessment tools. As noted by
Duncan and Murray (2012) and Laver-Fawcett (2014), resource constraints often limit
the ability of occupational therapy programs to provide students with the necessary
tools for evidence-based practice. This challenge is not unique to the Philippines, as
US-based or international programs serving resource-constrained communities may
similarly struggle to provide adequate resources for evidence-based training. Innovative
strategies, such as leveraging open-access tools or simulation-based learning may
mitigate these limitations (Grant et al., 2021; Rider et al., 2024; Shea, 2015). Moreover,
the reliance of occupational therapists on clinical observations without standardized
assessments highlights the need for adaptation to available tools and resources by
using locally available or low-cost alternatives, modifying existing tools to fit the context,
and integrating innovative methods, such as digital solutions or community-based
measures, to enhance the consistency and reliability of assessments (Duncan &
Murray, 2012; Gallagher Worthley & Trudell, 2022; Grant et al., 2021; Laver-Fawcett,
2014).

The growing demand for occupational therapy in mental health as a key opportunity is
also reflected in recent literature. Findings from this study suggest that while the BSOT
program equipped graduates with foundational knowledge and skills for generalist
practice, it did not sufficiently prepare them to address the complexities of mental health
practice (CHED, 2017). There is a need for more targeted training in mental health,
such as specialized coursework, practical placements, and exposure to community-
based mental health programs (Lucas Molitor & Naber, 2020; Reitz et al., 2020).
Moreover, additional preparation in psychosocial interventions and interprofessional
collaboration is critical for ensuring graduates can meet the rising demand for mental
health services (Bulan et al., 2024; Lucas Molitor & Naber, 2020). Occupational
therapists are increasingly recognized for their role in community-based and preventive
mental health settings, as discussed by Bulan (2023) and Reitz et al. (2020). Similar
challenges exist in the US and other countries, where there is a growing recognition of
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occupational therapists’ potential in mental health but limited incorporation of mental
health training in entry-level programs (American Occupational Therapy Association,
2021; Lucas Molitor & Naber, 2020; Reitz et al., 2020). Expanding mental health
education in occupational therapy aligns with global trends emphasizing
interprofessional collaboration and holistic care approaches, enabling practitioners to
address complex health needs in diverse settings (Brandis et al., 2021).

The brain drain phenomenon observed in our study aligns with global workforce
shortages in occupational therapy. Migration of skilled professional to higher-income
countries poses a threat to the sustainability of occupational therapy programs in low-
and middle-income countries by creating educational and practice gaps (Jesus et al.,
2022; Pineda et al., 2023). Likewise, rural and underserved areas in the US often
experience similar challenges in retaining occupational therapists (U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2022). Addressing this issue requires strategies like peer
mentorship, where experienced practitioners guide early-career therapists to enhance
skills, build professional resilience, and foster community (Gallagher & Hamed, 2022;
Wissemann et al., 2022). Localized professional development, which involves
contextually relevant training and career growth opportunities tailored to practitioners in
resource-constrained settings, is equally critical.

Our findings emphasize the need for the BSOT program to implement these strategies.
For example, fostering alumni-student mentorship, offering advanced training in
emerging fields, and advocating for better working conditions can enhance workforce
retention (Gallagher & Hamed, 2022; Lemez & Jimenez, 2022). These efforts align with
recommendations for strengthening the local occupational therapy workforce, as seen in
other contexts (Cabatan et al., 2020; Wissemann et al., 2022). Globally, government-led
incentives, such as loan forgiveness programs and career advancement opportunities,
have been successful in mitigating workforce migration (Lemez & Jimenez, 2022). By
integrating such approaches, the BSOT program can address workforce sustainability
challenges while preparing graduates to succeed in local and global contexts.

Limitations

While our study’s generalizability may be limited due to its focus on stakeholders from a
single program in the Philippines, the insights gained are likely reflective of challenges
and opportunities faced by occupational therapy programs in similar resource-limited
environments. Additionally, focus group discussions may have introduced biases, such
as dominant voices influencing the data. Another limitation was the decision not to audio
record the focus groups, which may have affected the accuracy and completeness of
the data. This decision was made to respect participant preferences, but it relied on
detailed notetaking, which could have missed subtle nuances. Despite these limitations,
the methods were well-suited to the study's goals, enabling a comprehensive evaluation
that can inform future curriculum development and strategic planning.
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Implications for Occupational Therapy Education
The findings from our study offer insights into the future development of occupational
therapy education and practice, in contexts like the BSOT program at Velez College.
The program is well-suited to global occupational therapy trends as it prepares
generalist practitioners, but the results of this study highlight opportunities for action,
including expanding training in mental health and community-based care to address
emerging needs and improve graduate readiness. Integrating more targeted training in
mental health, holistic care, and wellness models can better prepare graduates for the
evolving demands of occupational therapy practice, locally and globally (Bulan & Lagria,
2020; Bulan & San Antonio, 2023). Furthermore, addressing the lack of access to
standardized assessment tools and providing more specialization opportunities will
enhance the program’s capacity to produce well-equipped graduates for evidence-
based practice and advanced roles.

The tension between generalist and specialist roles is not unique to the Philippines. A
Norwegian study highlighted the challenge of balancing broad-based training with the
increasing demand for specialization, especially in community settings where
occupational therapists perform diverse tasks (Horghagen et al., 2020). US-based
programs also face similar challenges in preparing graduates who are adaptable
generalists while offering pathways for specialization to meet evolving professional
demands (AOTA, 2023). To address this, programs like BSOT can explore elective
specialization tracks alongside core generalist training, providing a balanced approach
to meet local and global professional needs.

The findings from this study also highlight the potential for occupational therapy
programs to leverage SWOT analyses as a framework for engaging stakeholders and
aligning educational strategies with professional and societal needs (Brandis et al.,
2021). By involving educators, students, alumni, and practitioners, programs can
identify gaps and opportunities that may not be evident through standard curriculum
reviews. This approach fosters collaboration and ensures that programs remain
adaptable to evolving healthcare landscapes. For the BSOT program, integrating
regular SWOT analyses into strategic planning could provide a structured means of
monitoring progress and addressing challenges proactively. More broadly, adopting this
methodology across occupational therapy programs can contribute to the global
advancement of education standards and practice outcomes, particularly in resource-
limited contexts where strategic alignment with local and international demands is
critical (Benzaghta et al., 2021; Brandis et al., 2021).

Persistent mental health stigma identified in this study highlights a critical challenge for
occupational therapy education. For the BSOT program, this stigma may limit students’
willingness to engage in mental health placements, affecting their preparedness for
practice in this area (Lyons & Ziviani, 1995). Addressing this issue is critical for
developing well-rounded practitioners capable of meeting diverse healthcare needs.
Similar challenges exist globally, including the US, where mental health stigma can
impact the recruitment and retention of occupational therapists in mental health practice
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settings (Scanlan et al., 2010; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2022). Integrating
anti-stigma education and increasing exposure to mental health practice in entry-level
programs may mitigate these challenges and enhance student competence and
confidence.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future research could build on our findings by exploring the specific impacts of these
proposed changes on both students and practitioners. For example, longitudinal studies
could examine how expanding specialization tracks and improving access to resources
affect the quality of education and practice. Qualitative research could also examine the
lived experiences of occupational therapists navigating challenges such as mental
health stigma, resource limitations, and migration pressures. Moreover, qualitative
studies could explore how occupational therapists in resource-constrained
environments adapt to these challenges, and how students perceive the value of
specialization opportunities versus generalist training. These in-depth explorations could
provide rich data to inform more responsive and context-specific educational strategies
and policies for occupational therapy.

Moreover, future research could explore how global discussions on occupational
therapy education, including debates on entry-level degree requirements, might shape
programs in the Philippines and internationally. Lemez and Jimenez (2022) emphasized
the balance between generalist training and specialization pathways in evolving
occupational therapy education. Understanding how these trends can be adapted to
local contexts could offer valuable insights for optimizing occupational therapy
education worldwide.

Conclusion
This study highlights the critical role of the BSOT program in addressing evolving
healthcare demands through generalist training, while identifying areas for growth,
including enhanced mental health education, access to standardized tools, and
strategies to address workforce sustainability. The findings highlight the importance of
balancing foundational generalist preparation with opportunities for specialization,
particularly in mental health and community-based care. By leveraging tools like SWOT
analyses and integrating evidence-based curriculum changes, occupational therapy
programs can foster responsive and sustainable education that meets local and global
needs. Broader implications suggest that similar programs worldwide may benefit from
adopting SWOT analysis as a tool for continuous quality improvement, aligning with
accreditation processes and global trends in education. Regular evaluations can foster
adaptability and relevance, ensuring occupational therapy graduates are well-prepared
for practice in diverse contexts. Future research should explore the long-term impact of
these enhancements, particularly on graduate outcomes and workforce retention, to
inform strategies that strengthen the field of occupational therapy education globally.
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APPENDIX
Focus Group Discussion Guide

Introduction:

In this discussion, we will explore the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
(SWOT) of the BSOT program at Velez College. Our conversation will be anchored by
the World Federation of Occupational Therapists (WFOT) Minimum Standards for the
Education of Occupational Therapists and the WFOT Quality Evaluation Strategy Tool
(QUEST). These frameworks will guide our evaluation of the program's quality in
relation to global occupational therapy standards.

General Questions (SWOT Framework):
1. Strengths
o Can you describe the key strengths of the BSOT program? What are the
favorable attributes that support the delivery of quality OT education and
practice in your area?
2. Weaknesses
o What do you see as the internal challenges or weaknesses of the program
that might be affecting the quality of OT education and services?
3. Opportunities
o What are the external factors or trends that you believe present
opportunities for improving OT education and services provided by the
program?
4. Threats
o Are there any external conditions or threats that could harm the program’s
ability to deliver quality OT education and practice? How do these affect
the program?

Probing Questions (Based on WFOT QUEST and Minimum Standards):
e Appropriateness
o What knowledge, skills, and competencies are essential for ensuring that
the program delivers the right services at the right time, in the right
context, and to the right population?
o Sustainability
o How can the program ensure that the necessary resources (financial,
educational, human) are available long-term without compromising the
future of OT education and services?
e Accessibility
o Are there any challenges in terms of physical or financial access to OT
education and services? What are acceptable timelines and costs for
these services?
« Efficiency
o How do you perceive the program’s efficiency in utilizing its resources,
such as staff, equipment, and facilities, to maximize productivity?
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o Effectiveness
o How do evidence-based practices and research findings guide the quality
of education and services provided by the program?
« Person-Centeredness
o How does the program address the needs and expectations of students,
patients, and other stakeholders in delivering OT education and services?
o Safety
o What measures are in place to ensure the safety of students, faculty, and
clients within the program? Are there significant risks, and how are they
addressed?
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