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ABSTRACT. This paper describes a curricular model to support the production of
quality research and development of occupational therapy professional students, pre-
pared to become leaders in the production and utilization of evidence for practice. This
model is designed for programs with faculty challenged by the dual mandate of program
excellence and expectations for scholarly productivity needed for tenure and promo-
tion: typically programs at research universities. The essence of the model is the par-
alleling of research and competencies for clinical practice where faculty and students
participate as a community of scholars. It is based on the literature that addresses the
tensions between achieving excellence in research and scholarly productivity, and ex-
cellence in teaching. The experience of one university with this model over a five-year
period of time is shared with the student-faculty productivity outcomes. These outcomes
include dissemination of 55 collaborative peer reviewed products and faculty has gener-
ated support for 25 paid graduate assistantships. The combination of student outcomes
and faculty support for their research has strengthened the ability of the faculty to excel
in meeting the University mandate of scholarship while providing a high quality profes-
sional educational program.

KEYWORDS. Curricular design, professional education, research productivity,
scholarly productivity

The ongoing discussion of need to produce additional evidence that supports oc-
cupational therapy practice remains paramount in the profession. Investigation of
change in the nature of articles within journals that publish occupational therapy
(Brown & Brown, 2005; Rodger, McKenna, & Brown, 2007), as well as occupa-
tional therapy authors in other literature has been produced (Andresen, Tang, &
Barney, 2006). The results of this investigation support the need to produce more
evidence to support practice (Brown & Brown, 2005), and outcomes research to
support the efficacy of practice (Andresen et al., 2006). Two commonly suggested
strategies include 1) mentoring of junior faculty by senior faculty; and 2) faculty
clinician partnerships (Gutman, 2009; Paul, Stein, Ottenbacher, & Liu, 2002).
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Gutman (2009) identified barriers for scholars mentoring new scholars in the
production of evidence to support practice: “. . . competing responsibilities and time
constraints encountered by faculty and clinicians; greater inherent difficulty in con-
ducting effectiveness studies than basic studies” (pp.383). Gutman proposed several
solutions, including the role faculty members at research universities have in bal-
ancing the education of entry-level contemporary occupational therapists with re-
quirements to demonstrate research evidence when they apply for promotion with
tenure.

The model described in this paper presents an approach that enabled faculty
members at a university to establish a complementary relationship between re-
search productivity and time devoted to teaching. This is made realistic because
of the move to graduate level education, resulting in more students who are able to
conceptualize their role in the building of evidence to support practice. The authors
discuss a strategy for occupational therapy programs to support the development
of occupational therapy professional students to become leaders in the production
and utilization of theory and evidence in clinical practice. Underlying this strategy is
the establishment of a community of scholars in the program where students work
in partnership with faculty lines of inquiry.

CONTEXT OF THE ISSUE

The institutions needing a model to integrate teaching/research strategies are those
where the programs are located at high or very high research universities as per
the Carnegie classification, referred to hereafter as research universities (Carnegie
Foundation, 2007). This classification is due to at least two important factors; first,
the mission for these universities is congruent with faculty and student production
of research; and second, there is an increase in research prepared faculty teaching
in these occupational therapy academic programs.

The number of occupational therapy faculty with doctoral degrees has been in-
creasing over time due to the changes in Accreditation Council in Occupational
Therapy Education (ACOTE) standards, the move to graduate professional edu-
cation, and the requirement for advancement in appointment/rank in institutions of
higher education. ACOTE has required the program director to hold a doctorate
for almost a decade, and since 2006, it has required that at minimum, half of the
core faculty needs to hold doctorates (American Occupational Therapy Associa-
tion, 2006). When ACOTE mandated professional occupational therapy programs
transition from baccalaureate to post-baccalaureate entry, these programs became
aligned with graduate and/or professional schools/colleges instead of undergradu-
ate schools/colleges, within their respective institutions. This re-positioning resets
the faculty research and scholarly productivity. Failure to meet these expectations
threatens their status among their peers.

The survival of occupational therapy educational programs housed within re-
search universities is dependent on their ability to generate evidence, and produce
and disseminate research. Carnegie rankings are based on a number of factors, in-
cluding external research dollars, doctoral degrees offered, and faculty productivity.
Faculty members are expected to secure extramural funding through research, pub-
lish in journals with high impact factors, participate in peer reviewed professional
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Curricular Approach 37

and academic forums, and sustain national and/or international professional repu-
tations (Carnegie Foundation, 2007). Approximately, 26 percent of the accredited
professional programs in occupational therapy are in high or very high research
universities (AOTA, 2011).

At universities where expectations for research exist, there is a potential tension
to balance time devoted to teaching with time necessary to engage in research. The
implications of occupational therapy programs are twofold. Unlike general educa-
tion, the professional programs have unique courses, usually taught once a year,
unlike teaching three sections of the same history course. Thus, even having a typi-
cal teaching load compromises the expectation for research, possibly resulting in
faculty members not receiving promotion with tenure. This can result in a high
turnover of faculty and the subsequent instability in the department/program. The
second implication is placing research as a higher expectation than teaching threat-
ening the quality of education and perhaps accreditation status. A common solu-
tion to this is to use adjunct or clinical track faculty members for teaching courses
in order to free departmental faculty members to do research and associated pub-
lications. However, the overuse of this solution may threaten a synergy between
the researchers, the adjunct or clinical track faculty and the students. The overuse
of adjunct faculty members possibly threatens the socialization of students into the
research/clinical practice model unless these adjuncts also support the use of evi-
dence. Additionally it may alter the cohesiveness of the faculty members, thus com-
promising interpersonal dynamics supporting the myth that faculty members don’t
know practice, furthermore allowing adjuncts to be the primary force addressing
the practice needs of the next generation of occupational therapists.

The strategies introduced in this paper are informed by literature which ad-
dresses the challenge for tenure track and tenured faculty in research universities
to meet expectations for scholarly productivity, successfully teaching students, and
providing service (Akroyd, Bamberg, Wilson, & Jones, 2001; Cuban, 1999; Elton,
2001; Gray & et al., 1992; Marsh & Hattie, 2002). Both Marsh & Hattie (2002)
and Massy & Wilger (1995) discuss how faculty members at research universities
come to view the dual mandate of scholarly productivity and teaching as either
competing, complimentary, or a combination of the two. This model holds teaching
effectiveness and research productivity not only as complimentary but as the key
to increasing productivity and utilization of evidence to support practice.

EVOLUTION OF STRATEGIES DEVELOPED

To be successful, the program director recruited faculty who would integrate the
competencies needed for both, the research component of scholarly productivity
and the educational component for professional education. These individuals were
recruited over time as openings were available. These changes allowed the depart-
ment to satisfy the ACOTE research standards and the university research expec-
tations for tenured and tenure-track faculty. The outcome is a cadre of faculty and
students, working as a community of scholars active in the production of research
and promotion of evidence based practice.

Integrating research and teaching is referred to as linking (Elton, 2001). Elton
describes linking as the importance of having a clear and logical relationship
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FIGURE 1. Identification of the specific relationship between clinical practice and the re-
search process that enables this curricular design to create a research prepared, competent
contemporary practitioners.

between the two. Therefore students see the connection. The strategy was to
follow the lead of Brew (2003) and Elton (2001) and integrate the conceptual
relationship between teaching and research. Figure 1 illustrates the strategy.
Associating components of practice with components of the research process,
while involving students in the faculty-mentored research early in the curricula,
the integration of teaching and research were achieved, preparing students to be
competent and contemporary entry-level occupational therapists.

This strategy began with the conceptualization of creating a community of schol-
ars, where students are actively engaged in the research process from the beginning
(second semester in the program), while supporting the faculty lines of inquiry. Thus,
this is a fourfold venture with recruiting and selecting faculty who: 1) have research
competence (e.g., PhDs), 2) have a portfolio supporting peer-reviewed publications
and scholarly presentations, 3) are supportive of the research mission of the academy,
and 4) are collaborative and possess the skills and knowledge to be team players in
graduate professional education. These characteristics enable the program to success-
fully achieve a complimentary relationship between expectations for faculty research
and scholarship as well as the preparation of competent contemporary entry-level
occupational therapists.

The key challenge is to influence students predisposed to enter occupational ther-
apy professional programs with the goal of developing the qualifications to enter
clinical practice. Even when students apply to specific programs based on the rep-
utation and achievements of the program faculty, research courses and related ac-
tivities are often viewed by students as irrelevant or of less importance to practice
and less worthy of their attention. Socialization to view the importance of research
to occupational therapy practice in both traditional and emerging areas must start
in the first semester and continue throughout the curriculum.
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Curricular Approach 39

The literature stresses the importance of having faculty members teach in the
content area they research. This strategy supports the work of researchers who
found teachers that engage in self-directed study find this inquiry satisfies their
intellectual pursuits and enables them to understand the material so well it liter-
ally transforms their teaching effectiveness (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990; Marsh
& Hattie, 2002). They further report that students appreciate the authenticity of
teachers who have conducted the research they present. Brew (2003) also found
that teachers who engage in research are more likely to be on the cutting edge of
their discipline. Faculty members who gravitate toward research contend that be-
ing active in both research and teaching creates a mutually reinforcing symbiotic
relationship and adds to their credibility with the students. Reciprocally, students
who actively engage in research during their academic experience are more likely
to pursue higher degrees after graduation (Brew, 2003). Therefore, a curriculum de-
signed to capitalize on faculty research while responding to student learning needs
will yield scholars in the discipline.

The redesigned curriculum allowed faculty members to comply with accredita-
tion standards, while socializing students to the research process. On the left side of
Figure 1 is a box that states “generation of evidence through research”. This box is a
figurative representation of how the program promotes students to be practitioners
that value and use research. Students are mentored in the research process by both
didactic classroom coursework and engagement in ongoing faculty research. This
model allows faculty members to be productive in research, while providing stu-
dents a quality research experience (Massy & Wilger, 1995). Thus, a complimentary
and equitable balance is established between teaching and research expectations.

Three of the curricular themes are related to this integration of research and
teaching, specifically, professional communication, reflection and reasoning. The
reasoning theme is designed to develop the students’ ability to process informa-
tion and make decisions needed to deliver evidence-based practice and engage in
high quality research. Reasoning also bridges the student learning about the ra-
tionale and theoretical underpinning (i.e., clinical reasoning) essential to deliver-
ing evidence-based interventions, while supporting scholarly inquiry (i.e., scientific
reasoning). The explicit connection made for students between clinical practice and
research allows the students an understanding of the parallels between the two and
improves how they value the role of scholarship in their curriculum and the need
in practice.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTEGRATED MODEL

The desired outcome included students being reflective, thoughtful, scientific
thinkers, committed to lifelong learning. Students begin the research process in the
second semester of the curriculum, and complete it in the sixth semester. Each stu-
dent is required to demonstrate competence in each aspect of the research process,
with the culminating product being a research project completed in small groups
(no more than four). These research projects are thesis caliber, and students are
matched with topics based on expressed interest; however the topics are proposed
by faculty, and closely mentored by faculty.
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There are explicit guidelines for the research projects and theses in a document
used by the Department of Occupational Therapy. This is a document appended to
the Student Handbook, which each student is given when they matriculate into the
program. In addition, the guidelines are disseminated and explained in detail by the
instructor during the first research course in the second semester of the program.
This document provides a guide for students in terms of the research expectation
throughout the program. By the third week of the semester in the research course,
a panel of faculty who supervise research, presents specific research topics to the
students. After the panel presentation, students rank their top three areas of inter-
est. The course instructor analyzes the choices and assigns four students to each of
the topics. This method of assignment, giving students the opportunity to choose,
is consistent with the student-centered approach. Over the most recent four-year
period, all but six of 140 students were assigned to one of their top three choices. It
is our experience that having groups of more than 4 students diminishes the quality
of the mentorship and the experience for the students.

The evolution of research knowledge and understanding is enhanced during the
third semester through two courses: Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) and Reflective
Seminar I. The EBP course is where students refine their skills in searching for
evidence about a clinical topic. They use the Population, Intervention, Compari-
son, Outcome (PICO) approach (Paynter, 2009), and learn the evidence pyramid
and the process of critical appraisal. This work is done in collaboration with local
practicing clinicians who are able to guide them in relevant clinical questions and
provide practical feedback (Scott, Altenburger, & Kean, 2011). In response, the
students summarize their evidence findings in poster form and present the posters
at the participating facilities. This presentation builds their confidence in their skill
to describe the evidence about practice to practicing clinicians

Parallel to the EBP course, the Reflective Seminar I course provides a platform
where students meet with their primary faculty research advisor to develop a re-
search prospectus of their intended research project. With faculty guidance, the
student groups develop their research design, identify the methodology, timeline,
etc. Human subject’s paperwork is filed during this semester to allow adequate time
for approval and subsequently, implementation of research.

Building from the prospectus, in the Fall semester of the second year (see
Figure 2), students participate in a research proposal course to develop the first
three chapters of their Group Research Project including the introduction, com-
prehensive literature review, and methodology. The completed proposal is formally
presented to the faculty, classmates, first year occupational therapy students, second
advisors, participants in the studies and others from the campus community. This
presentation mirrors the process of a formal proposal defense including a media
presentation and questions from the audience. The presentation is evaluated by all
present at the proposal defense. A summary of the evaluation is provided to the
primary advisor who shares the information with the research group. Students re-
flect on the comments in order to enhance their study and refine their presentation
skills for the final product.

The final semester of the research process includes a research course, completing
the scholarly product. It focuses on the results, discussion, and conclusion. The
results address utility to occupational therapy practice and/or health in general.
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FIGURE 2. The four semester curricular content which supports the integrated program
design.

The outcome for this semester is the presentation of the group research project
in a formal presentation style similar to a national conference paper presentation.
Students prepare an abstract formatted according to the requirements of the
American Occupational Therapy Association conference to facilitate submission
and acceptance at a later date.

OUTCOMES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The issue of shared outcomes was emphasized by Elton who described how they
served to connect the relationship between research and teaching for the students
(Elton, 2001). The potential outcomes are explained to the students in the first
semester. Fortunately, the students have the opportunity to observe more advanced
students and graduates producing research, submitting abstracts, and presenting at
local and national conferences, motivating the beginning students to engage in the
process. Through mentorship of students on scholarly products, faculty members
have the opportunity to build their own track record on scholarly dissemination
which is necessary for tenure and promotion. This opportunity is perhaps most op-
portune for junior faculty who may not have established an independent research
agenda.

Since the curriculum redesign in 2006, there have been six student cohorts. Each
year there have been six to nine groups completing their group research project.
Through the collaborative research processes described, there have been a total of
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TABLE 1. Dissemination of Faculty Mentored Research Projects (n = 55) and Research
Assistants Funded Through Mentored Research (n = 25)

Year (n = # Students)
2007

(n = 23)
2008

(n = 32)
2009

(n = 32)
2010

(n = 36)
2011

(n = 36)
20121

(n = 36)

Funded research assistants 1 2 8 6 3 5
Peer-reviewed publications
Journals2 2 2 0 8 5
Book chapter 1
Published abstracts 1 2 2
Peer-reviewed (competitive) conference presentations
International – – – 1 1 3
National 1 2 3 2 6 7
Regional – 2 2 – 2 –
Total peer-reviewed products 1 6 8 3 20 17

12012 is a partial year.
2Journals with published manuscripts or abstracts include (but are not limited to) American Journal of Occupational
Therapy; Occupational Therapy in Health Care; British Journal of Occupational Therapy; Work: A Journal of Assess-
ment, Prevention, and Rehabilitation; Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise; International Journal on Health
and Human Development; International Journal of Yoga Therapy; Journal of Cancer Education; Neurology; Topics in
Stroke Rehabilitation; Journal of Rehabilitation Research and Development.

55 peer-reviewed products and 25 graduate research assistantships (see Table 1).
These peer-reviewed products include 22 publications and 32 conference presen-
tations (six regional, 21 national, and 5 international levels). The number of dis-
seminated products has steadily increased since the first graduating cohort in 2007.
These products are credited to the year they are presented or published, so that
the numbers do not actually correspond to the project year, however the increasing
trend is apparent. Importantly, the nature of the progression, specifically with 13
full-length research publications and 17 national and international presentations in
2011 and 2012, is projected to continue in 2012, although the data are incomplete.
The types of journals reflect the range and quality of publications both within and
outside of occupational therapy. All publications have the first author as the fac-
ulty member, as this research is faculty mentored. However, there is one student in
a recent cohort who chose to complete an independent thesis; thus, this manuscript
was submitted with the student as the first author.

An interesting dynamic has been observed during the second year of the pro-
gram. There is a subtle competition between groups as to which groups have more
rigour in their research. Additionally, the standards and expectations of the faculty
are debated between the students. This dynamic appears to have strengthened the
pride and increased the professionalism of the final work. Students, who participate
in the knowledge creation process, are also eligible to submit their work in poster
or oral presentation to the university and apply for grant support to obtain start-up
funds and attend professional conferences, along with the possibilities for funding
as graduate research assistants. These departmental, school, and university oppor-
tunities, consistent with published research, aid in retention of the brightest and
best students (Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides, Von Hippel, & Lerner, 1998).

The efforts of the program are consistent with that of Marsh in that the fac-
ulty engage in research, involve the students in research, and bring examples from
their research into the classroom. It is designed to help students value the role of
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research in their professional preparation and establish their competency to criti-
cally evaluate research and later engage in clinical research themselves. Evidence
of this outcome is supported by responses from the 2009 alumni survey. In this
survey, program graduates were asked; “Are you involved in research related to oc-
cupational therapy practice?” Twenty-five percent of respondents reported being
involved in current research. When asked if they plan to be involved in research re-
lated to practice in the future, 55% answered yes, with the remainding undecided.
No respondent indicated they would not plan to get involved in research. One of
our graduates is employed by a campus research institute to complete the occu-
pational therapy research funded through a federally funded project, and another
graduate is given release to work half-time on a faculty funded research project.
This data is encouraging in that one of our most important indicators of success is
in predisposing students to be clinical practitioners who are consumers and produc-
ers of knowledge.

LIMITATIONS

There are, of course, limitations to this implemented model. The methods described
here worked because of the ongoing involvement in research and scholarship by the
entire faculty. Faculty mentorship of these small groups (4:1 ratio) is time consum-
ing. A department with fewer faculty involved in active lines of research may find
this approach challenging. Faculty members with larger groups found the quality of
the research experience for all students hard to manage. An intriguing option for
faculty without an ongoing research agenda may be to pair a faculty member with
a clinician interested in finding the answer to a clinical question.

There are requirements that assured the success of this approach that are worth
mentioning. First and foremost was the explicit commitment of the administrator
of the department as well as the rest of the faculty members. In fact, in this depart-
ment, a faculty member who taught in the prior undergraduate program chose to
leave rather than engage in the process while another chose to move to an adjunct
position and work in the clinic. Secondly, faculty members often have different foci,
notably research, service, and teaching. The University expectation is that faculty
will be active in scholarship in their area of focus, and achieve a minimum of ‘sat-
isfactory’ ratings in all three areas. Therefore, all faculty members have found that
mentoring students in their area of research and scholarship assists them in meeting
the productivity expectations of the university.

CONCLUSION

Two significant challenges, the scholarship expectations of faculty for tenure and
promotion, and demands to train contemporary occupational therapists to use evi-
dence upon which they make their practice decisions, were highlighted in this paper.
Success is dependent on the commitment of faculty members to a complimentary
relationship between their roles as researchers and teachers. This allowed for an
environment where faculty and student research collaboration is possible and a
community of scholars is developed. In this paper, we presented a vision, mech-
anism and strategy to meet these challenges. Specifically, we have articulated how
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occupational therapy programs at Carnegie research universities can create and
promote utilization of evidence in our profession through the creation of a com-
munity of scholars between the faculty members and students. This approach in-
tegrates strategies to support faculty members in maintaining expected levels of
research productivity in addition to providing a high quality educational experi-
ence. The underlying philosophy is to capitalize on the curricular theme of ‘reason-
ing’ and create a synergistic relationship between competencies for clinical practice
and competencies to conduct research. This strategy allowed us to leverage faculty
member expertise, supports the literature which says departmental attitudes are
highly influential, and reinforces the positive relationship between research and
teaching (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990; Marsh & Hattie, 2002). We believe that this
model is unique in that we are: (1) demonstrating the research process from con-
ceptualization to dissemination, (2) working in small groups of no more than four,
(3) supporting the faculty member’s line of research with the expectation of dis-
semination with peer-reviewed presentations and/or publications, and (5) achiev-
ing significant outcomes of success (e.g., 55 peer reviewed publications and peer
reviewed conference presentations).

In conclusion, this approach that creates a parallel between competencies for re-
search and practice, has potential for increasing the mounting need for academic
programs to produce evidence that supports practice while meeting the ACOTE
standards. A complimentary relationship between the dual mandates of research
and teaching can both, prepare competent contemporary practitioners socialized
into the research environment and enable faculty to meet the performance expec-
tations required for tenure and promotion. We encourage other programs expe-
riencing a tension between the dual mandates of teaching and scholarly research
productivity to consider similar curricular strategies. The outcome can be a mutu-
ally beneficial system that allows for enhanced faculty productivity while preparing
research savvy graduates to enter the profession with a solid grounding to use evi-
dence in clinical practice.
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