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Abstract 

Underrepresented students (URS) in graduate occupational therapy (OT) programs often 

struggle with a sense of not belonging due to a lack of representation in their cohort and 

curriculum. This has been evident among students who are from racial/ethnic backgrounds, first-

generation college students (FGCS), and have had low-income experiences. Research has shown 

that a sense of belonging (SB) is important for URS' ability to cope with everyday stressors in 

higher education. 

This capstone project focused on developing a web-based resource addressing the 

perceived SB among URS in graduate OT programs. Data was collected from participants at the 

University of Nevada Las Vegas (UNLV) to understand the effectiveness of the web resource and 

gather quality improvement using a 7-point Likert Scale. The study involved 22 participants who 

provided insights on the behaviors, perceptions, and knowledge of information identified from 

the web-based resource. The findings indicated that the web resource improved perceived SB 

among OT URS, helping with everyday stressors in their program. 
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Section One: Introduction 

Registered occupational therapists (OT) are well-versed in health promotion, prevention, 

and environmental change to serve clients effectively (AOTA, 2020). An OT helps individuals of 

all ages accomplish tasks they need and desire to live healthy and meaningful lives, promoting 

participation in activities that impact their daily routines. In the case of a graduate college 

student, OT may assist with interventions for life transitions in higher education and maintaining 

appropriate academic performance. During a student's advancements in higher education, 

academic, social, and financial challenges have resulted in unforeseen psychological imbalances, 

compromising health, and poor belongingness (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). Although some students 

struggle with the transition to higher education, there are more unresolved barriers among 

racial/ethnic minorities, FGCS, and students from low-income families, collectively known as 

URS (Miller & Orsillo et al., 2020). Students from this population may also face challenges in 

the academic setting with occupational engagement or social participation leading to poor 

belongingness (Hammel, 2014). Due to these potential difficulties with occupational engagement 

and social participation, integrating research strategies and education focused on belonging into a 

web-based resource may positively impact underrepresented graduate college students' perceived 

SB. Through this capstone, a created web-based resource was explored to understand and 

promote belonging among OT URS.  

A web resource concentrating on belonging for URS OT coincides with the objectives of 

what the profession would like to emulate. According to the American Occupational Therapy 

Association (AOTA), self-identified racial or ethnic minority graduate OT students comprised 

only 16.5% of graduate OT programs in 2015. AOTA predicts that by 2025, approximately 17% 

of OT graduate students will be from diverse backgrounds (AOTA, 2019). This lack of 
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representation among URS in the profession raises concerns about marginalization and 

oppression that can make the academic environment even more stressful (Clark et al., 2012). 

Perception of these variables has led to students' decreased SB among their peers, contributing to 

stress, anxiety, and depression.  

Belonging is primarily characterized by feeling valued, needed, accepted, and fitting in a 

particular system or environment (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). It is a critical factor in student 

progress (Allen et al., 2021). Microaggressions, or unintended but offensive comments geared 

toward minority groups that reinforce prejudices (Sue et al., 2019), can also contribute to a lack 

of SB among URS, as 98.8 percent of graduate students have reported experiencing 

microaggressions while in their doctoral programs (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). The American 

Occupational Therapy Foundation (AOTF) is striving to create a SB for everyone within the OT 

community and to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion at every level, recognizing that those 

with previously underserved identities have much to offer the profession (Taff & Blash, 2017). A 

targeted universalism approach, with support focused on the daily functioning and adaptation of 

URS in graduate school, such as a web-based resource, could be helpful (Farmer et al., 2022) 

PIO Question 

Will a web-based resource improve an underrepresented occupational therapy student's 

perceived sense of belonging in a graduate-level program?  
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Definitions 

Sense of Belonging  

Conceptual definition: The subjective feeling of deep connection with social groups, physical 

places, and individual and collective experiences is a fundamental human need that predicts 

numerous mental, physical, social, economic, and behavioral outcomes (Allen et al., 2021). 

Operational definition: A state of mind where students feel welcome and at ease in their setting, 

leading to higher levels of concentration/achievement through engagement. SB will be measured 

by the student's ability to answer a survey on belonging.  

Graduate Level Program  

Conceptual definition: Program leading to, or creditable towards, a master's or entry-level 

clinical doctoral degree (Law Insider, 2014). 

Operational Definition: Students from graduate-level programs will be separated by year of 

experience in their current graduate occupational therapy program.  

Web Resource  

Conceptual definition: An online item that can be watched, read, listened to, or interacted with, 

such as videos, fact sheets, and online quizzes (McMaster University, 2015). 

Operational Definition: An online source that offers multimodal data on information for URS 

that promotes education on belonging, reflection, mindfulness, and self-affirmation to increase 

perceived SB among OT URS. The web resource was measured through behavioral, knowledge, 

perception, and quality improvement questions.  

Underrepresented Students 

These are members of racial, ethnic, or gender groups that have been disproportionately 

underrepresented for more than ten years (Goforth, 2021). 
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Operational Definition: Individuals traditionally underrepresented in education, such as 

racial/ethnic minorities, FGCS, students with disabilities, and students from lower 

socioeconomic households. URS was measured through student demographics and survey 

questions to complete study inclusion criteria and further justify the study’s significance on 

perceived SB for the population.   
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Section Two: Overview of Problem 

Belonging in education plays a role in promoting academic success as it creates a sense 

of acceptance and respect among peers and faculty members in the academic environment 

(Goodenow, 1993). Conversely, URS face unique challenges in achieving higher education goals 

due to their less-than-optimal psychosocial functioning and struggle to develop a SB (Miller & 

Orsillo, 2020). URS may have difficulty in academic settings due to their interdependent 

worldview, which emphasizes the importance of connecting with others and being part of a 

community (Stephen et al., 2012). This can lead to URS feeling like they do not fit in with the 

dominant culture in their programs, which can negatively impact their academic performance 

and overall well-being. 

Several studies suggest that URS face trials in proving their position in academic 

programs and may question whether the profession fits them (Ford et al., 2021). Furthermore, the 

lack of representation from URS in academic programs can significantly hinder their 

performance and SB (Colaianni et al., 2022). A recent qualitative study of URS participating in 

fieldwork and in-class experience found that the lack of representation from their cultural and 

ethnic backgrounds was a significant barrier to their performance (Colaianni et al., 2022). The 

study's themes indicated that 91.7% of URS identified having to prove their qualifications for 

their position in the programs. Additionally, URS may believe that their communities or values 

need to be reflected in the profession, further emphasizing the importance of representation and a 

sense of belonging in academic settings (Salvant et al., 2021). 

Inadequate academic preparation, a lack of diversity in peer groups, and financial 

concerns are additional factors that contribute to URS' struggles in graduate education 

(Hepworth & Schafer, 2016). Nevertheless, URS can overcome these obstacles by implementing 
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effective coping mechanisms (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). Pursuing complementary coping 

approaches may enhance success and improve academic performance and psychosocial 

functioning among URS. By promoting involvement in the OT community and implementing 

targeted support measures, URS could develop a SB that facilitates their academic and 

professional progress. 

Proposed Solution 

Research has shown that implementing coping mechanisms that enhance the perceived 

SB of URS can aid in addressing academic disparities (Farrell & Langrehr, 2014; Govender et 

al., 2015; Keptner, 2019; Miller & Orsillo, 2020; Salvant et al., 2021; Spencer et al., 2017). 

Encouraging URS doctoral students to adopt an accepting attitude towards challenging internal 

experiences and participate more actively in academic activities can also improve their overall 

well-being (Billingsley & Hurd, 2019). Positive academic engagement has been linked to the use 

of belonging strategies (Miller & Orsillo, 2020).  

Given the fast-paced nature of college environments, URS OT students may struggle to 

find the time for reflection, connection, and education that could validate and enhance their 

feelings about their status in their program. This is where web-based resources can provide an 

obligation. By delivering an accessible online platform for learning and connecting, a web 

resource can offer strategies to enhance a perceived sense of independence and confidence that 

can be brought into the educational environment. With content tailored to their specific needs, 

URS OT students can access valuable resources to support their academic success and promote 

their overall well-being, thus contributing to positive sensations about their future as an OT 

professional. The web resource's convenience and ease of use are critical factors in ensuring that 

URS OT students can benefit fully from its contents. 
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Significance of the Project to Occupational Therapy 

In the wake of the George Floyd and Asian hate crimes of 2020, there has been increased 

awareness of the need to improve communication with URS populations in various fields, 

including OT.  A prompt in self-reflection and self-evaluation within the profession focuses on 

providing opportunities for students from underrepresented backgrounds to cope positively with 

stress and other challenges (Brown, 2021; Taff & Blash, 2017). 

This capstone project aims to address inequity in OT education using a quality 

improvement design to discuss all cases related to belonging. By acknowledging individual 

student differences and identifying shared interests, the project’s aspirations was to improve the 

perceived SB and negate identity threats for these future OTs. 

Developing a web resource specifically for this population is one step in achieving these 

goals of increasing perceived SB. The web resource indicates to URS that the profession cares 

about their personal experiences and is dedicated to supporting their enculturation to the career. 

Through this project, students can self-appraise and critique educational gaps, which may then 

assist them in hopes of an equitable trajectory. Additionally, the resource can facilitate 

courageous conversations necessary for growth and encourage participation in learning 

experiences.  
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Statement of the Problem 

In the field of OT, many new programs are opening across the country to endorse the 

profession that influences expertise in occupation-related knowledge and theory. As the century-

old career evolves in practice, maximizing the field's diversity is necessary (Hinojosa, 2017; Taff 

& Blash, 2017). However, OT programs are disproportionately comprised of non-Hispanic white 

students. AOTA reports that approximately 77% of entry-level doctoral students identify as 

White and 91% as non-Hispanic (Brown et al., 2021). These statistics highlight the need for 

more diversity. Ideally, these numbers should reflect the racial and ethnic composition of the 

U.S. population, as it is stated that more than 50% of individuals will be a minority or from 

underrepresented groups in the next few decades (Brown et al., 2021). For the students who are 

enrolled in higher education programs and are recognized as underrepresented, it was found that 

there is a lower perceived SB (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). 

Graduate students of color and URS are frequently marginalized and oppressed, creating 

an even more stressful environment and a lower SB (Miller & Orsillo, 2020). There are 

numerous ways to define the notion of belonging within Western cultures, collectively describing 

the connectedness or barriers an individual may encounter (Cook et al., 2017). SB is influenced 

by various factors, including cultural relevance and responsiveness to one's (educational) 

environment. For example, economists, political scientists, and sociologists have recognized that 

belonging to a social fabric is a prerequisite for quality of life (Hammel, 2014). Cook et al. 

(2017) agrees that belonging is positively correlated with human well-being, is valued by most of 

the world’s people, and informs the meanings attributed to and derived from the occupations of 

culturally diverse people. The gap in knowledge on SB has been indicated in the OT discipline 
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(Hammel, 2014), and students who have an absence of SB should have useful resources to 

increase it.  
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Section Three: Literature Review 

This literature review considers the challenges that underrepresented OT students in 

higher education may face and identifies strategies for fostering a SB to facilitate occupational 

engagement and improve academic achievement. The review focuses on four areas: trends of 

belonging based on a student's ethnic background, their unique challenges, the concepts of 

belonging, and the different strategies implemented in the web content. The review sought to 

label effective belonging strategies utilized by URS in higher education to validate the content 

and the need for the web resource. Most importantly, the literature review will discuss whether 

the content can improve a SB among these students. The following articles reviewed 

demonstrated quality and descriptive studies or opinion-based data that lowers the level of 

evidence.  

Underrepresented Students 

URS have been identified as individuals who may account for the lack of representation 

based on race, ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic status. Several studies have investigated URS, 

particularly emphasizing the need to support students during their time in OT higher education. 

Qualitative studies have highlighted themes of poor belonging tied to imposter syndrome, 

psychological distress, exposure to insensitivities, posing a risk to their physical and mental 

health (Colaianni et al., 2022; Kitchens et al., 2021; Miller & Orsillo, 2020; Salvant et al., 2021). 

URS may even be at a higher risk of developing psychological difficulties due to added 

challenges, including discrimination and microaggressions. Factors beyond racial stressors can 

also affect students' psychosocial functioning, including work-life balance, mentorship, and 

cultural values not fully aligned with the academic structures of higher education programs 

(Hepworth & Schafer, 2016). 
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While many studies have investigated URS in OT higher education and highlighted the 

need for support during their time in these programs, several factors still contribute to their poor 

SB. Articles have suggested that most URS OT students may have had late exposure to the 

profession, having previously pursued other careers (Colaianni et al., 2022; Hepworth & Schafer, 

2016). This absence of early OT exposure may contribute to poor SB. The findings also indicate 

that some URS applied to other healthcare programs instead of OT, potentially lowering the 

desire and motivation to be in the career due to not having their original choice (Colaianni et al., 

2022). Reviewing the articles, it was noticed that generalizing URS into a broader categories can 

be an ineffective way to truly find what permits issues relating to SB. A deeper understanding of 

URS should be reflected by specific ethnic background that discuss diverse issue of belonging. 

Ethnic Groups in Higher Education 

For decades, African American, Asian American, and Latinx communities have sought 

education as a pathway to economic progress, social transformation, and increased political 

power (Raab, 2022). Nevertheless, student demographics indicate that race remains an obstacle 

in achieving educational parity across racial lines (Miller & Orsillo 2020; Sue et al., 2019). 

Unfortunately, the effects of this disparity are far-reaching, with some attributing it to subtle yet 

powerful systemic inequalities taking place within school systems (Howard & Navarro 2016). 

Some argue that the causes of performance disparities include structural inequality, poor teacher 

quality, and a lack of cultural relevance in educational instruction (Howard & Navarro, 2016). 

African American, Asian American, and Latinx perspectives on the SB should be considered 

separately to comprehend their limitations in an academic setting (Garcia, 2017). 
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Sense of Belonging Perspective of Black/African American Students 

African American or Black graduate students (BGS) have highlighted the pressure of 

working harder than their peers to prove they belong. These feelings are mainly due to 

inconsistent academic systems, which result in lower self-esteem and a sense of disconnection 

(Chakraverty, 2020; Booker, 2016; Jones & Okun, 2001). In their perception, perfectionism, a 

sense of urgency, and a focus on quantity over quality are features of institutions that hinder their 

success (Jones & Okun, 2001). Despite this disadvantageous reality for BGS, these variables 

give them an inherent connection among other Black students and shared values. Transitioning to 

higher education can be complicated for BGS, as they face the challenges of adjusting to new 

expectations and finding their identity. Wright (2016) found that many BGS shifted towards 

disengagement from the majority culture in favor of literature and involvement, which directly 

reflects their background.  

There have been many articles discussing the experience of BGS while attending OT 

school. A qualitative study among students who identify as BGS states that students often spoke 

about marginalization, bias, and discrimination despite university initiatives at their school 

(Lucas, 2017). Student support among these ethnic backgrounds remains a constant variable. The 

lack of support has led students to experience unwarranted stress in their academic environment 

(Kitchens et al., 2021; Miller & Orsillo, 2020). Conversations around race-related stress were a 

common theme among BGS, as students understand that their past learning experiences did not 

allow them to reach their optimal potential (Farrell & Langrehr, 2014; Lucas, 2017). 

Studies discussing occupational performance and coping strategies to reduce stress were 

conducted among OT students identifying as BGS, but participation was limited. The lack of 

participation creates a gap in understanding whether not enough BGS OT students are enrolled in 
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programs or whether peers influence if and how they behave during research. More studies 

introducing BGS students to coping strategies associated with SB should be done to discover if 

what could effective among the community. 

Sense of Belonging Perspective of Asian American Pacific Islander Students 

The Asian American community is a diverse group comprising at least 30 ethnic 

subgroups, each with a unique history of immigration and specific needs (Nguyen, 2018). 

Despite this diversity, the community is often treated as a homogeneous entity, which can have 

negative consequences (Gin, 2019). For example, there is a common assumption that Asian 

America Pacific Islander (AAPI) students are already successful academically and do not require 

support.  The idea that all AAPI students are successful without needing support has been linked 

to adverse outcomes (Gin, 2019). A study describing the stress and social support of AAPI states 

that most students from the community report a greater level of academic distress than other 

ethnicities (Farrell & Langrehr, 2014). AAPI are often subjected to high expectations in 

education that can result in psychological issues exacerbated by racial harassment (Nguyen, 

2018). These assumptions have harmful effects, including reducing SB correlated with goals and 

approval of loved ones in their culture (Hammel, 2014). 

Additionally, the underrepresentation of Asian Americans in faculty and administration 

can exacerbate this issue. Faculty and others in academic power may not fully understand the 

support systems needed for AAPI graduate students to succeed. A study by Nguyen (2018) found 

that AAPI had lower levels of satisfaction with their opportunities to form mentor relationships 

and were less likely to report having a current mentor of the same race. 

The existing research about the SB within OT students from AAPI backgrounds is 

limited, as most studies have been conducted in other disciplines or during undergraduate 
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studies. Most of the research uncovered was carried out primarily in the western regions of the 

United States. Conversely, an article about AAPI college students revealed that online anonymity 

and forum communication are related to an individual's social and psychological development 

processes in college (Gin, 2019). On a platform such as a web resource, using technology that 

simulates a social environment can serve as a strategy to facilitate SB, appreciation, value, and 

respect for AAPI students. 

Sense of Belonging Perspective of Latinx Students 

The term Latinx will be used to describe Latino/Latina heritage throughout this paper, 

and it is acknowledged that it is not a universal term used by all. Referring to people of Latin 

American origin or descent, Latinx has been trending as a demographic categorization or for 

research purposes. Latinx represents 18% of the U.S. population (Raab, 2022). The community 

includes individuals of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, and many other Hispanic descents, as 

identified by the U.S. Census Bureau (Raab, 2022). The gender-neutral word recognizes and 

respects the various gender identities and expressions present within this community (Ketover, 

2021). 

Latinx students face unique challenges in higher education due to their SB. When 

compared to their peers from other racial and ethnic backgrounds, Latinx students have 

historically had the lowest educational achievement and degree attainment (Raab, 2022). 

Furthermore, Latinx students frequently experience lower levels of SB and develop an SB 

differently because of their educational history (Ketover, 2021). 

Several themes, including cultural dissonance, cultural fit, and unwelcoming climates for 

diversity, represent some of the most significant obstacles Latinx students may face during their 

transition to higher education (Garcia, 2017). According to studies, institutional, faculty, and peer 
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support have a significant impact on the success of Latinx students in higher education (Raab, 

2022). 

Latinx students' SB has yet to be displayed predominantly in OT program studies. 

Most articles reviewed have focused on the belongingness of Latinx students across various 

educational levels, including high school, junior college, and 4-year programs. In the 

undergraduate ranks, it was observed that Latinx students employed stress management 

techniques that could improve their SB. These techniques included positive reframing, 

acceptance, self-talk, self-reflection, and seeking support (Cavazos et al., 2010). Drawing from 

the recurring patterns identified in these studies, employing a web-based resource that aligns 

with the observed trends may be advisable to use reinforcement for the population. This 

web intervention could enhance the SB and coping mechanisms of Latinx students who are 

sometimes FGCS pursuing OT school. 

First Generation College Students 

The exclusive challenges that FGCS face is the limited perspective of the college 

environment. Gillen-O’neel (2019) states that overall, FGCS struggle academically in higher 

education compared with continuing-generation students with at least one parent with a college 

degree. The explanation of these dynamics’ stresses that FGCS are susceptible to lower grades. 

Correspondingly, this community generally has higher dropout rates than students from 

subsequent generations (Gillen-Oneel, 2019). For FGCS who are struggling to attain a good 

education standing, they fall into comparison to their counterparts, facing feelings of imposter 

syndrome. Students with imposter syndrome may have shared perceptions of incompetency and 

fraudulence in their academic environments (McCarthy, 2023).  A continuation from McCarthy 

(2023) suggests that based on their backgrounds, students with imposter syndrome typically 
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report feeling unworthiness or lack of preparation to attend higher education. They are also less 

likely to participate in extracurricular activities and develop close relationships with their peers 

and faculty (Billingsley & Hurd, 2019). 

A study by Stephens et al. (2012) suggests that first- and continuing-generation students 

do not differ in their average SB or engagement levels. Yet, their reactivity to daily changes in 

SB fluctuates, indicating that FGCS do not graduate at the same matriculation rate as others 

(Gillen-O’neel, 2019). The daily connection between belonging and engagement is robust for 

FGCS. Investigating how FGCS can attain SB may be an occupational justice concern. If doing, 

being, becoming, and belonging are essential to well-being and belonging cannot be achieved by 

the FGCS community, they need to be involved in determining how to get there (McCarthy, 

2023). 

Low Socioeconomic Status Students 

All articles on the topic of low socioeconomic status related back to the possibility of a 

student being a FGCS. Research has consistently indicated that financial strain is a significant 

hurdle for FGCS, predominately from low socio-economic backgrounds (Blackwell et al. 2014). 

Overwhelmingly, this stressor can lead to poor academic and social adjustment and longer time 

spent working toward degree completion. Unmet financial needs may require FGCSs to take on 

hefty part-time jobs to assist their families at the risk of compromising their university 

experience (Tate, 2014). Navigating college as an FGCS presents unique challenges, from 

financial and family obligations that can conflict with extra-curricular activities, leaving students 

feeling isolated. Socioeconomic issues, inadequate academic preparation, and lack of available 

information or peer counseling compound difficulties for the population (Wittrup & Hurd 2021). 
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Belonging 

Understanding one's SB is ingrained in social constructs and admired globally for human 

well-being. The influence of belonging across cultures has shown an increase in connectedness, 

contribution, and social support, positively assisting with mental and physical health longevity 

(Allen et al., 2021). Globally, belonging is interpreted in various ways that contribute to an 

individual's daily activities (Glass et al.,2015). According to Hammel (2014), dominant Western 

theories assert that occupations are chosen to satisfy self-centered needs, but this perspective is 

culturally specific. Other cultures, such as African, Asian, Pacific Islander, Southern European, 

Indigenous, and Middle Eastern, recognize the significance of community interconnectedness 

(Hammel, 2014). The known similarities between these cultures include an emphasis on 

interdependence or relationships (Stephens et al., 2012). From the perspective of various global 

cultures, recognizing what motivates an individual is essential for connecting and contributing to 

the daily occupations demanded and needed by students who identify with these values (Schaber 

et al., 2015) 

Due to the evolutionary roots of humans' need to belong, studies across cultures indicate 

that social exclusion is a barrier in the classroom (Allen et al., 2021). When social exclusion 

happens, students may experience decreased emotional well-being leading to self-defeating 

behavior patterns (Miller & Orsillo, 2020; Allen et., 2021). Some Western psychologists believe 

that social connection is crucial to mental health and should be regarded as a "vaccine" for 

depression (Hammel, 2014). Nonetheless, students seeking belonging may have minimal 

attention to academic demands, highlighting the need for a balanced approach. 
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The field of OT offers the opportunity to recognize the protective function of belonging 

and create meaningful education methods that are not excessively broad nor excessively narrow. 

Through the lens of OT, belonging research has broad implications for consumers such as college 

students who may have difficulty finding their place and feeling accepted in their college 

environment (Hinojosa, 2017; Keptner, 2019). OT theories and practices can help students 

develop a SB by identifying and addressing barriers to significant occupations as a student 

(Keptner, 2019). Despite efforts to promote belonging, equity, and inclusion in schools, many 

voices remain unheard (Allen et al., 2021). These voices must be bolstered and amplified to 

facilitate positive shifts in healthcare professions like OT. 

Web Content Material  

Creating a web resource that focuses on belonging content for URS OT students hinges 

on the resource's accessibility and usability. The fast-paced college environment inhibits students 

from taking time for reflection, connection, and education that could validate their perceptions of 

their OT program status. Including web content in everyday activities allows students to access 

valuable resources to improve their academic progress and general well-being. By providing a 

platform for students to learn and connect online, the web resource can provide strategies to gain 

a sense of perceived independence and confidence in their academic environment. Through web 

content focusing on their specific needs, URS OT students can gain SB and confidence they 

might not otherwise have, ultimately contributing to their success as future OT professionals. 

The impact of web resource content assisted in investigating the SB within URS OT students. 

Specific headers of the web resource content are Why Belonging Matters, Stories of Belonging, 

Podcasts, Mindfulness, Forum Reflection, Related Links to Belonging, and Affirmations. 
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Why Belonging Matters  

The need for belonging connects one with others and provides a sense of cultural identity 

and security. Findings indicate that loneliness, social isolation, and lack of connection are 

significant components with implications for motivation, stress, anxiety, academic achievement, 

and career readiness (Allen et al., 2021; Clark et al., 2012; Glass et al., 2015; McCarthy et al., 

2023; Miller & Orsillo, 2020; Walton & Cohen, 2011). Belongingness is also a critical 

component of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, which theorizes that safety is a prerequisite for 

fulfilling esteem and motivation (Wright, 2016). Safety is important for URS students since the 

initial transition into an OT program may be intimidating, given the low numbers of POC in the 

setting. Safety can sometimes be assisted by student organizations, mentors, and faculty; 

however, limited representation in the perception of URS may counteract their feelings of 

security (Brown et al., 2021; Wright, 2016). An instance of poor safety in the academic 

environment is a student subjected to microaggression. 

The educational and mental health benefits of belonging, community, and connection can 

also enhance the learning experience (Allen et al., 2021; Miller & Orsillo, 2020). Students who 

feel a SB are more likely to participate in class discussions and engage with their peers and 

faculty. This engagement can lead to deeper learning, increased creativity, and improved critical 

thinking skills (Allen et al., 2021). Additionally, a SB can help students feel supported and 

valued, increasing their motivation and resilience when facing challenges. OT students face 

unique complications, such as navigating complex healthcare systems and working with 

individuals with diverse needs and backgrounds (Lucas, 2017). Creating a supportive and 

inclusive learning environment may help students develop the skills and confidence to navigate 

these challenges successfully. 
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The web resource section lays a foundation of education to broaden the audience's 

understanding of belonging, along with statistics of students of color enrolled in OT programs in 

2020 (Appendix B). The page also discusses the issues of the absence of belonging in a person's 

academic journey, which also found by the connection of storytelling. 

Stories of Belonging  

The power of storytelling cannot be understated, especially for URS in OT. Hearing 

stories of individuals who have overcome similar obstacles can provide these students with a 

sense of validation, encouragement, and practical advice for navigating the difficulties they may 

encounter in their academic and professional endeavors (Salvant et al., 2021; Wood & Mazur, 

2016).  Research has shown that stories of belonging can serve as social support, reducing the 

adverse effects of psychosocial outcomes such as stereotype threats, social exclusion, or 

discrimination (Allen et al., 2021; Wittrup & Hurd, 2021; Vogtmann & Provident, 2021). 

It can be inferred that by sharing stories of belonging, students can learn from the 

experiences of others and gain a deeper understanding of the nuances of navigating a system that 

may not have been designed to support them (Stephens et al., 2012). Hearing about the struggles 

and successes of individuals from similar backgrounds can also provide a sense of community 

and connection and create a space for students to share their stories and experiences (Museus et 

al., 2018; Hammel, 2014).  

On the Stories of Belonging page (Appendix B) students can listen to practitioners' and 

peers' experiences. As the author of one's life, URS can connect with and listen to questions 

concerning their knowledge, self, and relationships. URS can strive to grasp the knowledge of 

their discipline, knowledge of themselves, and past expertise that can be shared and heard from 

stories who have similar backgrounds (Museus et al., 2018).  
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Podcasts 

Podcasts are digital audio or video files that can be downloaded or streamed online 

through mobile devices or desktops (Maher-Palenque, 2016). They cover a wide range of topics, 

from news and current affairs, that are beneficial in higher learning. Educational audio can be 

helpful for students due to the categories of teaching, service, marketing, and technology 

(Maher-Palenque, 2016). The qualities of a compelling podcast can also include a representation 

of a single idea that can be explained verbally through a series of episodes that can be played 

back at any time. Most importantly, podcasts are helpful because they offer a sense of inclusivity 

and belonging to a graduate student community (Maher-Palenque, 2016). In this way, podcasts 

can be a valuable tool for students looking to enhance their academic and personal growth. 

It can be gathered that the media, such as podcasts, can offer shared experiences, and 

emotions, allowing for a substitution for social interaction. The connection may allow for a 

correlation between belonging by increasing the motivation of a student to perform the best way 

they can. The importance of podcasts is the shared experiences offered on an individualistic 

basis, as students all have different needs of belonging dependent on their cultural upbringing 

(Schafer & Eerola, 2018). From this, it is hoped that URS will engage more socially with their 

peers outside of their cultural upbringing (Allen et al., 2021; Billingsley & Hurd, 2019; Hammel, 

2014). Doing so can be a start to involvement inside and outside the classroom, improving 

psychological and mental health and positive outcomes (Billingsley & Hurd, 2019). 

Tobin & Guadagno (2022) state that podcasts should be used based on preference. 

Studies have shown that students who tend to be sensitive or anxious are less likely to listen to 

podcasts and can benefit from other media, such as television or music. Additionally, individuals 
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with more informational needs may use podcasts more than students seeking social and 

emotional needs (Tobin & Guadagno, 2022). 

Numerous podcasts on the web resource offer relatability based on an individual's 

background. The podcasts are organized according to the needs or connections of Latinx, 

Black/African American, and AAPI OT students (Appendix B). Each category allows students to 

listen to a professional from a race and culture-specific background discussing personal barriers 

related to belonging. There is a section based on the web resource about OT interventions 

provided by practitioners of diverse ethnic backgrounds. A supplementary podcast can also be 

found that discusses current global events in the OT field. This page allows students to learn 

from experts and professionals in their respective professions. Several podcasts feature 

interviews with industry leaders, researchers, and academics, giving students access to insights 

and perspectives they might not have otherwise. 

Affirmations/Reflections 

Self-affirmations are utterances that assert the truth of something, or statements people 

repeat to themselves to express how they wish to be (Philip & Philip, 2022). They are intended to 

challenge and eliminate harmful, internal, or external beliefs. Self-affirmations are especially 

important for graduate students who may experience anxiety, low self-efficacy, and maladaptive 

perfectionism when writing term papers, studying for exams, or keeping up with weekly readings 

(Hect et al., 2021). Stress and anxiety can significantly impact working memory and academic 

performance among college students, and it is important to find effective coping strategies to 

deal with these issues (Cohen, 2014; Gillen-Oneel, 2019). Using affirmations effectively, which 

has been shown to improve self-esteem and academic performance, is beneficial for belonging 

(Hect et al., 2021). 
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However, it is essential to note that affirmations alone will not work unless they are 

accompanied by action and are repeated frequently to train the mind to respond to future 

circumstances (Cohen, 2014; Hect et al., 2021). To facilitate this process, the web resource will 

provide weekly self-affirmation statements (Appendix B) that students can use to boost their 

confidence and cope with stress and anxiety. Each week an update of the website with three 

different statements for students to use will be shown. The previous week's affirmation will also 

be available for those who may want to reuse them. Students are encouraged to recite the 

affirmations throughout the week or day as a coping strategy for high-stress situations. The goal 

is to help students develop resilience and a growth mindset, which can promote well-being and 

academic success. For some URS students, affirmation may not be enough. Therefore, a forum 

was included to support students as an alternative. 

Forums offer a space for students to connect with peers who share similar experiences 

and to seek support from a community that understands the unique challenges they may face. 

Students having the option to reflect on a situation during their academic day or week may be a 

positive coping strategy. Examples of the daily stressors that URS encounters may include 

microaggressions, trauma, stress, fatigue, and other recurring topics in OT schooling (Salvant et 

al., 2021). Although it is important to address these feelings with faculty, some URS have stated 

they have been fearful of the repercussions that may happen (Wing et al., 2019; Briscoe et al., 

2022). The online forums can provide a platform for advocacy and social justice initiatives, 

allowing URS to raise awareness about issues, such as microaggressions, that impact their 

communities. The forum can also mobilize others to act. Students undertook using this platform 

anonymously and respectfully, with each post checked by the runner of the web resource. 

Current topics on the web resource include reflections on isolation, microaggressions, personal 
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recognition, and coping strategies to assist esteem after a goal is not attained academically 

(Appendix B). 

Mindfulness Practice  

 In preparation for the academic environment, mindfulness practice can entail seeing 

things as they are, directly and immediately seeing what is present and authentic for oneself 

(Sebastian & Slaten, 2022). Understanding oneself allows for a connection to one's place in the 

world. Individuals who pay attention to the present moment can respond to their thoughts in a 

nonreactive manner, fostering a more skillful response to mental processes that may contribute to 

emotional distress and maladaptive behaviors (Wood & Mazur, 2016). Mindfulness users 

can ignore the direct influence of unfavorable external circumstances on internal processes, 

allowing room for positivity. 

 As previously mentioned, mindfulness is a potent tool that can improve one's SB by 

promoting greater awareness and acceptance of one's internal and external experiences. Being a 

student is one of many everyday occupations that mindfulness seamlessly fits into as a self-

regulation technique based on lived experiences (Dean et al., 2017; Vogtmann & Provident, 

2021). Regular mindfulness practice equips people to use these coping mechanisms during 

stressful situations, improving their ability to handle challenging circumstances (Daya & Hearn, 

2017; Vogtmann & Provident, 2021). By enabling students to remain present, mindfulness has 

been shown to help moderate stress brought on by racist events and anxious arousal (Miller & 

Orsillo, 2020; Ramos et al., 2022). Students in URS can respond proactively rather than 

reactively by becoming aware of their thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations (Dean et al., 

2017; Miller & Orsillo, 2020; Ramos et al., 2022). 
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Students can develop the knowledge and skills necessary for effective self-regulation 

through mindfulness strategy training. Mindfulness was further validated in a qualitative study 

with OT students partaking in a seven-week study implementing mindfulness into their daily 

routine. The group experienced a statistically significant reduction in perceived stress because of 

the mindfulness intervention. Students in the study also noted improvement in their emotional 

intelligence, stating they had a more robust understanding of their peers and the “bigger picture” 

(Vogtmann & Provident, 2021). 

The web resource has a page dedicated to mindfulness that offers significant guidance, 

practical implementations, and comprehensive information regarding the advantages of 

mindfulness. The page emphasizes that by practicing, individuals can develop various positive 

qualities such as authenticity, effective communication, mindfulness, compassion, love, and 

equanimity (Wood & Mazur, 2016). The advantages of engaging in mindfulness practice are 

clearly stated, as it can have positive outcomes such as enhanced psychosocial functioning, 

alleviation of stress, and reduced depression. More specifically, it can exhibit favorable effects 

on the perceived well-being of an individual’s SB. The webpage additionally details mobile 

applications tailored to meet users' preferences and provides an assorted selection of features. 

The applications mentioned provide students with coping strategies to handle the stressors they 

are accustomed to in higher education and facilitate acquiring skills crucial for academic and 

personal growth. These applications include Calm, Headspace, Insight Timer, Balance, Smiling 

Mind, Liberate, Ten Percent Happier, Loona, Better Sleep, and 1 Second Every Day (Appendix 

B). 
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Related Links Belonging 

Belonging is a multifaceted concept relevant to students who identify as URS. By 

recognizing the various themes associated with belonging, there may be effective solutions to 

control potential insecurities in the academic environment. For URS, the concept of occupations 

related to epigenetics or ancestry directly correlates with motivation and behaviors, making it 

important to discuss. By exploring ancestry, we can better understand how URS relate to their 

academic environment. 

URS who enters OT school may be unaware of how their ancestry may influence their 

cognitive processing and overall SB. For these students, education on racial literacy, cultural 

mismatch theory, racial microaggressions, and conflict transformation is relevant to 

understanding emotions and behaviors (Appendix B). Offering an introduction of information to 

these topics may equip URS with the tools to comprehend their feelings of isolation and absence 

of belonging. Ultimately this process can influence their adaptation to the school environment. 

While this approach may not be a universal solution, it can be a valuable stepping stone towards 

promoting a SB among URS in OT school. 

Exploring one's ancestry can provide insights into their ethnicity, race, and family 

traditions and values. By researching ancestral information, individuals may better understand 

their family's history and behavior, thus improving their literacy. Racial literacy is a skill that 

involves analyzing racism in the world and developing effective problem-solving strategies 

(Chávez-Moreno, 2022). Understanding why there is potential racism and reflecting on ways to 

improve the situation can aid in underlying matters contributing to poor SB. Incorporating 

education on racial literacy can help reduce intrinsic bias while increasing the use of logic and 

reason (Chávez-Moreno, 2022). For instance, in an OT graduate program, racial literacy can help 
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students navigate academic spaces, build connections, and find resources that support their 

academic and personal goals (Salvant et al., 2021). It also enables the development of a lens 

through which URS can analyze societal issues from a racial perspective, which is especially 

important in fields such as OT, where racial disparities in access to resources and outcomes exist 

(Salvant et al., 2021). While it is encouraged that faculty practice diversity, equity, and inclusion 

initiatives application is commonly not seen.  A phenomenological study conducted by Briscoe et 

al. (2022) investigated how graduate students of color felt unease when discussing racial issues 

nationally due to the nonpractice of faculty. Graduate students believed that the faculty did not 

initiate these limiting ways to understand and critique ways of diverse thoughts in the institution 

(Chávez-Moreno, 2022). Therefore, students should engage in racial literacy because it can help 

cultivate feelings of empowerment and confidence to discuss and challenge racial inequities and 

biases they may encounter in their studies and future careers. 

Developing racial literacy can aid in the recognition and addressing of racial 

microaggressions. As Clark et al. (2012) noted, addressing microaggressions can foster greater 

awareness and understanding of racial issues. Racial literacy comprehension can also help 

individuals communicate effectively after experiencing racially intended or unintended acts (Taff 

& Blash, 2017). However, URS may experience negative emotions related to generational 

trauma within their family, potentially perceiving such incidents as threatening their environment 

(Gamba & Nichols, 2021). 

Social scientists in research state that many individuals fail to act on microaggressions 

due to various reasons, including the difficulty in recognizing modern forms of bias, dismissing 

the incident's importance, a lack of personal accountability, fear of repercussions, or not knowing 

what to do (Sue et al., 2019). URS can utilize microinterventions to approach their peers or 
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faculty. Microinterventions refer to everyday words used to validate the target's reality, their 

value as a person, affirmation of their racial or group identity, and support and reassurance that 

the person is not alone, which can increase psychological well-being and self-efficacy (Sue et al., 

2019). These interventions can help mitigate the effects of emotional distress and lower the 

perception of belongingness (Appendix B). 

URS’s who fear addressing microaggressions with microinterventions can follow the 

Behavior, Emotion, and Need Model (BEN), developed by Dr. Wendy Lucas Wood. The BEN 

model operates within a conflict framework (Appendix B), empowering individuals to 

effectively address issues by allowing decision-making based on physical and psychological 

needs (Wood & Mazur, 2016). The model recognizes that emotions are universal and shaped by 

individual temperament and experience, and unmet basic needs can lead to negative emotions, 

whereas satisfied needs can elicit positive emotions (Border, 2021; Wood & Mazur, 2016). The 

BEN model encourages users to follow an outline that provokes a metacognitive way to reflect. 

Under the guidelines of the BEN model, individuals should pay attention to behaviors witnessed, 

identify emotions, determine what needs are not met, and discuss whether there is a way to meet 

those needs. This model can work well in conjunction with microinterventions. 

The Cultural Mismatch Theory (CMMT) has implications for URS. This theory suggests 

that institutions in the United States tend to promote mainstream, independent cultural norms 

while excluding interdependent cultural norms common among underrepresented groups, fueling 

inequality by creating barriers to URS's academic performance (Hect et al. 2021). This condition 

is comparable to what URS may encounter when transitioning to new institutions and 

encountering cultural mismatches between their background norms and the norms of the new 

setting. 
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The CMMT theory corresponds to the term self-construal (Appendix C) which refers to 

how people perceive themselves fundamentally, whether they are primarily separate from or 

integrally connected to others (Jordan & Giacomin, 2017). Interdependent students view 

community and social roles as central to their sense of self (Jordan & Giacomin, 2017; Stephens 

et al., 2012). Although URS may experience initial difficulty adjusting to new mainstream 

norms, the theory indicates that they will eventually adapt to the new environment to find 

success (Stephens et al., 2012). Nonetheless, URS require practical interventions to cope with the 

new environment during the transition period. While longitudinal research on the validity of 

CMMT is still needed, it provides valuable insights into potential barriers URS may face. 

Although the literature review reveals that each article used evidence from reports or 

single descriptive qualitative studies, the data offers an opportunity to assist URS. There's limited 

information in OT literature regarding SB and approaches concerning students, but it shows 

corresponding themes related to a SB based on their backgrounds. The articles highlighted that 

occupations promote social participation and occupational engagement, thus making SB possible 

among students from diverse backgrounds. Research suggests various ethnicities and cultures 

find belonging through traditional occupations, influencing their identities. Therefore, it's 

necessary to identify how students find SB and provide them with the support needed to navigate 

the academic surrounding effectively. Mindfulness practices, self-reflection, affirmations, 

connectedness from a community, and addressing social issues related to their backgrounds 

validate that students can find belonging despite their diverse backgrounds in OT programs.  



30 

 

Section Four: Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this project is to develop a web-based resource focused on enhancing the 

SB of URS OT students. Using a quality improvement approach for continuous development, the 

resource will address barriers to belonging faced by these students, including issues related to the 

absence of belonging. The experiences of individuals from diverse ethnic/racial backgrounds, 

FGCS, and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds were all explored through literature. 

The resource provided information and strategies for promoting a SB in education, including 

mindfulness practice, affirmations, forums, and education. The Coalition of Occupational 

Therapy Advocates for Diversity (COTAD) was offered the web resource to facilitate access for 

students from these diverse backgrounds.  
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Section Five: Theoretical Framework 

Occupational Adaptation 

Occupational Adaptation (OA) results from engaging in an occupation, responding to 

change, situations, and life transitions, and forming an identity, which all involve a transaction 

with the environment (Walder et al., 2019). The three essential elements of the OA process are 

the person, the occupational environment, and the process itself (Gajo et al., 2018). These 

components interact, resulting in a press for mastery. The person's desire for mastery in 

occupational situations creates an occupational challenge. In contrast, the demand for mastery 

from the person in these situations is a constant within the occupational environment element 

(Schkade & Schultz, 1992). 

The OA theoretical lens can help URS graduate students meet the demands of their 

academic environment. The model consists of three biological components critical for human 

function: the sensorimotor, cognitive, and psychosocial systems. OA can help college students 

identify areas of focus and achieve mastery by being proficient and willing to perform a given 

task. In order to achieve mastery, students must have access to resources and opportunities to 

contest the response to the occupational challenge (Schkade & Schultz, 1992). 

By using OA, URS students can effectively manage the demands of college coursework, 

extracurricular activities, and personal life with proper support. This model can also help 

students with self-awareness, goal setting, planning, implementation, and evaluation of 

themselves and their clientele. The self-awareness component allows students to understand their 

strengths and weaknesses, identifying realistic goals in the short and long term. Creating a step-

by-step plan to achieve those goals leads to the planning component. The implementation 
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component involves making necessary life changes to achieve the desired goals, and reflection 

on progress leads to the evaluation component.  
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Section Six: Methodology 

Agency Description 

The Karuna Center for Mindful Engagement is a site that engages with various 

individuals and organizations while teaching, presenting, and advising on mindful engagement in 

diverse contexts across cultures, disciplines, and religious and spiritual traditions worldwide. The 

center also supports communities and healthcare systems in the practice of mindfulness 

engagement (Wood & Mazur, 2016). The facility follows a research-based practice that 

implements the shared wisdom of people who work internationally in social and environmental 

justice, peace and reconciliation, healthcare, and education. With these aspects, URS can form a 

sense of leadership that may lead to a SB. The agency offers two experts in the practice, Dr. 

Wendy Lucas Wood and Dr. Thais Mazur. Dr. Wood has expertise in resolving and transforming 

complicated high-conflict multi-party disputes, challenging discourse, facilitation, strategic 

systems assessment and design, conflict counseling, mediation, and trauma-informed techniques. 

Mazur is an occupational therapist with experience in education, worldwide consultation for 

communities, and integrative health support.  

Mindful Engagement Transforming Action 

Mindful Engagement Transforming Action (META) is an innovative experiential learning 

program that empowers participants to cultivate a mindful and compassionate attitude toward 

their work. Research studies strongly support the practice, demonstrating its significant benefits 

for personal development (Wood & Mazur, 2016). These include gains in resilience and effective 

conflict transformation strategies, which have had a positive global impact on social justice 

advocacy, healthcare advancement, environmental protection initiatives, and the preservation of 

indigenous rights (Wood & Mazur, 2016). META has the potential to affect meaningful change 
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without harming others, allowing individuals to gain insight into themselves while providing 

them with invaluable practical skills along the way. 

Target Population 

The COTAD is a national network of students, practitioners, educators, and allies 

committed to promoting diversity and inclusion in OT. In 2012, the group was founded on the 

need for more diverse voices in OT (COTAD National, 2015). COTAD chapters are student-led 

clubs that advocate for diversity and inclusion on their campuses and surrounding communities. 

The chapters educate their colleagues on the significance of diversity and inclusion in the 

profession and offer assistance and resources to students from underrepresented groups. In 

addition, the chapters advocate for policies and practices that will make the profession more 

diverse and inclusive (COTAD National, 2015). By working together, COTAD chapters 

positively impact the profession and ensure that OT is available to all (Taff & Blash, 2017). 

COTAD can be used to promote the growth of the profession in support of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion. The rationale for utilizing COTAD is that it facilitates recruitment due to 

the diverse backgrounds and interdependent values of most COTAD members. A goal of using 

COTAD as a platform is to advance future recruitment of URS so that the profession can adapt a 

diverse student population who may be exposed to cohorts of abundant representation in the 

field. 

Methods and Procedures 

Several procedures were followed to create a consumer-friendly web resource with 

applicable information, which was the first step of this capstone project. The section provides 

insight into the project design, approach to the project, pilot study, and recruitment process. 
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Project Design  

Quality improvement projects are an effective method for improving services in a 

specific population, making them an appropriate design for this project, providing a web 

resource for OT URS. Quality improvement can lead to increased efficiency of intervention use 

and better outcomes for these students by identifying and correcting errors in the current product 

(Faiman, 2021). Making a web resource allows participants to appraise the content while 

collaborating with students, ensures that it meets their needs, and encourages continued use. 

Using questionnaires and surveys to make data-driven decisions can improve the web resource 

and address areas for expansion. This method provides a structured and evidence-based problem-

solving approach congruent with the project's timeframe. While quality improvement may not be 

the most rigorous method, it does provide a continuous process for future researchers to build on 

and improve the web resource for underrepresented OT students. 

Approach to Project 

This capstone project aimed to improve graduate-level URS OT students' perceived sense 

of belonging from underrepresented backgrounds by implementing a web-based resource. One 

intent was to determine the most beneficial characteristics of a resource to attend to the needs of 

URS as it pertains to belonging. An extensive literature review was conducted on belonging and 

its relevance to the audience of the study. Additionally, the information provided by The Karuna 

Center for Mindful Engagement increased insight into META and conflict transformation 

techniques. The information aided in identifying the necessary elements for the web resource, 

named Fostering the OT. The next stage was to outline the web resource's structure, content, 

layout, design, and functionality. Wix, a web development company, was used as a content 



36 

 

source, requiring a monthly account to purchase. The website underwent several pilot testing 

stages to refine content and meet the target audience's needs.  

Pilot Study 

The sample size included ten people, 9 women of different ages, and 1 middle-aged male. 

The process of the pilot study included understanding the research question and how to approach 

the population regarding the focus. Close family members, friends, and students who did not 

meet the study's inclusion criteria provided critical feedback on the content. These critical 

feedback deliberations contributed to the final form of the content and website. Data collection 

included a method of having people from different education levels use web resource to gain a 

higher perspective of what must be attained with limited bias. The most re-occurring themes of 

the website were references to the content, fixing grammatical errors, and more content about 

belonging instead of research strategies regarding belonging. The limitation of the pilot study 

was that some individuals needed more time to review the web resource due to time constraints. 

An expert researcher also reviewed survey questions for relevance and clarity to the audience. 

Recruitment Process 

The study used a convenience sampling design with approximately ninety-three students' 

respondence from the UNLV entry-level doctoral OT program. Specifically, students who 

identified as underrepresented due to their diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, FGCS, or 

experience living in low socioeconomic conditions were recruited. The present program's 

students were all members of the UNLV COTAD chapter. A condition for participation in the 

study was attending a workshop (Appendix C) led by the student researcher and Capstone project 

mentor, Dr. Wendy Lucas Wood, where the survey was administered. An incentive for attending 

the workshop and participating in the study was a raffle of Disneyland tickets. Participants were 



37 

 

also encouraged and given several reminders to go on the website at least five minutes a day 

during the three weeks. 

Twenty-six of the approximately ninety-three students notified via email (Appendix A) 

chose to participate and met the inclusion criteria. Participants were given three weeks to 

respond to the email and were reminded once a week to sign using the Google Document sign-in 

sheet. After the recruitment, a total of twenty-two students chose to participate in the study, with 

four dropouts due to time conflicts.   

Sense of Belonging at Imperial College London Scale  

Several instruments were explored for the capstone project that has been evaluated in the 

past to measure belonging. There is evidence through literature that there is no gold standard to 

accurately the variable of belonging. According to (Allen et al., 2021), the distinction between 

state and trait belongingness has complicated the definition and measurement of belonging. For 

this reason, it was crucial to have a scale that had undergone a rigorous, research-based 

development process to improve its reliability (Gehlbach & Brinckworth, 2011). The Sense of 

Belonging Scale created by Imperial College in London (Appendix D) was modified to answer 

questions about the participants' SB. The Likert Scale was modified into a 7-point scale to assess 

students' post-study values. The measure underwent peer review and multiple pilot studies to 

determine the questions' applicability. Additionally, it allowed the participants' insights on the 

quality improvement of the intervention to be collected for future use by URS OT students.  

The modified survey assessed the following: website quality improvement perceived SB 

among participants before and after using the web resource, perception, and behavioral questions 

about the intervention experience. Students were allowed to explore the website for an additional 

thirty minutes during their time at the workshop to provide more valuable feedback on quality 
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improvement. The survey's 7-point Likert scale collected ordinal and nominal data for analysis 

using inferential statistics adapted from the original.  
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Section Seven: Ethical and Legal Considerations 

The study intervention took both ethical and legal considerations into account. The web 

resource and workshop were designed to protect the rights of participants while adhering to all 

applicable procedures pertaining to non-institutional review board (IRB) approval. Moreover, the 

intervention was designed to foster a SB and improve participant outcomes. The web resource 

and workshop were evaluated on a regular basis to ensure that they were achieving the desired 

outcomes of anonymity. Experts in the field were consulted to ensure that the intervention was 

ethical, legal, and effective.  
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Section Eight: Results 

Participant Characteristics  

The characteristics of the participants in this study were diverse in terms of gender, 

ethnicity, and age. Information on whether the students fell into the category of FGCS, or 

previous low socioeconomic standing was not recorded because all students met the criteria of 

having a diverse ethnic background. During the workshop, participants verbally dialogued 

whether they were FGCS or from low socioeconomic standing, but the survey did not record 

information. Of the 22 participants, 16 were female, and 5 were male. Most participants fell 

within the 25-34 age range, and 16 participants were in their third year of graduate school.   
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics  

 

 

 
Male Female Prefer not to answer 

Age 
   

18-24 
25-34 
35-44 

0 
4 
1 

2 
13 
1 

0 
1 
0 

Year in OTD Program 
  

First 
Second 
Third 

0 
0 
5 

4 
2 
10 

0 
0 
1 

Ethnicity 
   

Latinx 
Black/African American 

Asian American/Pacific Islander 
Multiple Races 

Other 

0 
0 
4 
1 
0 

3 
5 
12 
1 
0 

0 
0 
1 
0 
0 

Note: N=22 

 

Post Workshop Survey Questions 

Twenty-two URS OT graduate student participants completed the post workshop survey. 

One set of questions were related to whether using the web resource assisted in their perceived 

SB in the program after three-week use (Appendix E).  Descriptive statistics showed mean 

averages of the participants and standard deviations. Table 2 illustration displays mean score 

before utilizing the web resource was M = 4.0 (SD= 1.3), and the mean after using the web 
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resource was M = 5.7 (SD = .85), demonstrating an increase in perceived SB after use of the web 

resource. 

 

 

Table 2: Pre and Post (Web-Resource) Scores of Sense of Belonging in Graduate Program  

 Mean  SD 

 Pre  4.05 1.3 
 Post  5.73 .85 

                                
                               Note: t= -5.961 
 
 
 
Perception and Behavioral Questions 

 The tables below display data gathered in the survey using perception and behavior 

questions. Perception questions assessed the participant's experiences during their OT education. 

Behavior questions were designed to provide insights into the participants' behavior and attitude 

toward the web resource by determining their likelihood of using and recommending it.  
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Table 3.1: Perception Survey Questions 

 
 M (SD) 

I understand the strategies that can foster a sense of 
belonging in academia. 

6.00 (.76) 

My OT program offers support and strategies for sense of 
belonging. 

3.55 (1.5) 

Classmates and faculty understand me as a person. 4.55 (1.1) 
I feel a sense of belonging within my cohort and program. 4.77 (1.7) 

Sense of belonging in my school compares well to my 
personal life. 

4.59 (1.7) 

I have a strong sense of acceptance and value in my cohort. 5.14 (1.2) 
 
Note: Questions based on 7-point Likert Scale from Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), 
Somewhat Disagree (3), Neither Agree nor Disagree (4), Somewhat Agree (5), Agree (6), 
Strongly Agree (7). N=22 
 
 
 
Table 3.2: Behavioral Survey Questions  
 
 

 M (SD)  
I will likely use Fostering the OT to help with stress and 

anxiety in your program. 
6.05 (.79)  

I will likely recommend Fostering the OT 6.27 (.77)  
I will likely use the Fostering the OT as a primary source 

of information on the topic 
6.05 (.79)  

 
Note: Questions based on 7-point Likert Scale from Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), 
Somewhat Disagree (3), Neither Agree nor Disagree (4), Somewhat Agree (5), Agree (6), 
Strongly Agree (7). N=22  
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Section Nine: Discussion 

OT is a field that values individuality and compassion, focusing on promoting SB. The 

capstone project highlights the potential of a web resource to support students from marginalized 

backgrounds in achieving academic success and building a sense of community. The findings 

suggest that underrepresented OT students may benefit from using the belonging the web 

resource.  

In exploring the impact of the web resource on the perceived SB of OT students from 

underrepresented backgrounds, several key findings emerged that could inform future research. It 

is worth noting that most participants in this study were AAPI students, which may limit the 

generalizability of the findings to other URS populations. Additionally, as discussed in the 

literature review, SB is influenced by traditional occupations of specific cultures, which may 

only partially capture the participants data from one historical perspective.  

Participants in this study were third-year students, suggesting that they had more 

extensive experience in their program, which could have influenced their perceptions of SB in 

education. The age range of students in the study was also like that of other studies of OT 

students in different programs, ranging from 25-34. Understanding the age range is vital in 

identifying lifespan theories pertaining to belonging and education. Results also indicated that 

many participants felt their OT program needed to offer more resources to support their SB. This 

data also aligns with the literature on qualitative studies that identified limited support from 

faculty and peers as a contributing factor to poor SB. 

Utilized as a form of recruitment, the researcher did not record whether FGCS students 

with a low socioeconomic status participated in the study. During the workshop, participants 

from the two backgrounds shared their knowledge and experiences of coming from both 



45 

 

backgrounds; however, the common themes could not be repeated as descriptive statistics in the 

project. 

Another significant finding was the positive reception of the web resource by participants 

indicating that they would recommend it to others. These results suggest that web-based 

education resources could be a valuable and accessible way to support URS students in their 

graduate programs, addressing some of the challenges and barriers they face regarding belonging 

and occupational engagement.  
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Section Ten: Limitations 

The quality improvement design of the project had several limitations. Since the project 

aimed to develop further the web-based educational resource for perceived belonging of OT 

URS, a randomized controlled trial would have been preferred to reduce bias and increase the 

resource's replicability for future students. In addition, survey questions should have been 

centered on improving the quality of web resources and student perceptions. It is also possible 

that participants' behavior changed, resulting in sampling and recall bias. Other extraneous 

variables, such as increased participation with program cohorts or use of campus psychological 

services, may have also affected their perception. In addition, the small convenience sample may 

not represent all underrepresented students in OT programs, as students who identify as 

URS have a strong SB in their academic environment may have been recruited. A scale to 

measure participants' SB before the study should have been included in the criteria. Lastly, the 

duration of the capstone project did not allow for comprehensive student feedback, as many 

participants were preoccupied during the intervention period.  
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Section Eleven: Conclusion 

A SB benefits URS students' academic success in OT programs. While some students 

now have access to supplemental resources on campus, there is still a need for support for 

underrepresented OT students. The possible solution of using the web resource "Fostering the 

OT" provides the familiar theoretical lens of occupational adaptation and education on 

improving a student's perceived SB. Current and future underrepresented OT students can work 

to make the profession more multicultural by reflecting on their perceived SB using the web 

resource. The project has significant potential outcomes, as a more diverse OT workforce would 

better serve the needs of all patients, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic 

status. 

Implications for Research 

The research results indicate that using web resource on belonging can enhance the 

perceived SB among graduate-level OT students who are part of an underrepresented group. 

Consequently, potential ramifications for future studies can involve the efficacy of the web 

resource. It may be beneficial to investigate the specific features of the web-based resource that 

were most helpful for underrepresented OT students, to optimize the design of similar resources 

for other underrepresented student groups. Future research could also examine a larger sample 

size and the long-term effects of using web-based resources due to responses coming from more 

AAPI OT students in the study. Rigorous instrumentation and study design should be done to 

measure better academic outcomes and overall success for underrepresented graduate students 

with occupational engagement and a SB within their cohort.     
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Recommendations 

Students from marginalized groups can take control of their academic success and sense 

of community by using a website specifically designed to meet their needs, complete with 

relevant applications and orientation mechanisms. Most students need more time to determine 

how to meet their own needs. Making this a priority would benefit students of all backgrounds 

and cultures by fostering educational equity and facilitating occupational adaptation. 

Implications for Practice 

As URS prepare to work with members of other communities and cultures, they must 

develop skills to maintain their sense of self-worth in the OT field. Increasing the diversity of 

students enrolled in OT programs can help them better reflect the demographics of the 

communities they serve. In addition to making the classroom more inclusive for all students, 

diversity reduces the need for students to seek out outside materials such as web resources or 

toolkits. Furthermore, having people from various backgrounds and experiences in the room can 

spark creative ideas and solutions to problems (Taff & Blash,2017). The capstone project can 

also be a requirement for programs to address during the orientation process as a prevention 

strategy for any possible absence of belonging during the transition into OT school. 

Future Implications 

This capstone project provides URS students with an interactive catalog of web-based 

resources. The goal was to enhance their SB, psychosocial functioning, and academic 

achievement in OT programs. However, the study did not have OT students identifying as Native 

Americans, which can offer a broader perspective of belonging. Future research can also be done 

for students in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender communities to increase inclusivity. 
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The project also had no accountability standards to make participants log the times they used the 

web resource within three weeks. Due to this, it was unclear whether the students had an 

increased perceived SB because of the education given at the workshop or using the intervention. 

Furthermore, the project lays the foundation to expand upon in future capstone projects for 

students. It can also promote web resources for OT programs during orientation week. Lastly, 

future studies should indicate measures of occupational engagement, FGCS, and low 

socioeconomic standing as variables.  
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Appendix A 

Initial Email and Flyer 

 

Good morning, everyone,  

My name is Owen Lawani from cohort one I am seeking dedicated students to participate 

in reviewing a web-based resource designed to foster a sense of belonging in higher education 

for OT students. Students eligible for this project must identify as having a diverse ethnographic 

background; be a first-generation college student; or previously living in a low socioeconomic 

area. This is an exciting opportunity for those who identify as underrepresented in OT academia 

to review and use a web resource to increase the perceived sense of belonging. Students will take 

a questionnaire based on their perceived sense of belonging in their graduate program. 

Participants will be asked to use the website 5-10 times per week over a month while taking part 

in pre- and post-questionnaires on how the website impacted them.  

You will also be asked to attend a 5-hour hybrid workshop Saturday, March 25th, 2023, 

where we will learn about and discuss the challenges faced as underrepresented graduate 

students and how we might continue to gain a sense of belonging in our academic environment. 

The guest speaker, Dr. Wendy Lucas Wood, will offer supplementary methods from the web 

resource, such as mindful engagement and transformative action (META), that can lead 

individuals toward the resolution of belonging. Lunch and raffle opportunities for prizes, such as 

Disneyland tickets, will be provided! This unique opportunity will take place on-site at the 

Science and Engineering Building.  

If interested, please reply using my email address or the QR Code below. Details will 

follow if you are interested in the opportunity! Thank you and have a great start to the semester. 
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Appendix B 

Fostering the OT 
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Appendix C 

PowerPoint 
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RACIAL 
MICROAGGRESSIONS

• A brief, subtle, and often unintentional actions or 
verbal comments that communicate derogatory or 
negative messages about people of color. These actions 
or comments can be expressed through language, 
behavior, or other forms of communication.

• Graduate students of color, including those 
underrepresented in doctoral programs, exist in an 
even more stressful environment due to the exposure 
of microaggressions.

(Clark, 2012)
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Appendix D 

Sense of Belonging at Imperial College London Scale  
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Appendix E 

Post Survey Workshop Survey 

 

 

Quality Improvement Questionnaire for Fostering the OT Website 

 
 

 Principal Investigator: Owen Lawani Capstone  

 

Mentor: Dr. Wendy Lucas Wood, MPA, PhD 

Faculty Mentor: Sheama Krishnagiri, Ph.D., OTR/L, FAOTA 

 

Title of Project: Constructing a Web Resource Based on Sense of Belonging for Graduate-Level 

Underrepresented Occupational Therapy Students Description of  

 

Survey: This survey seeks to understand the student experience with the website Fostering the 

OT to increase participants' perception of belonging and quality improvement of the site. 

 

Participants Role: The participant will respond to a survey questionnaire that will take 

approximately 5-10 minutes to complete regarding their experience using the website Fostering 

the OT. 

 

Confidentiality: Your responses will be anonymous, results will only be shared in aggregated 

form, and individual information will be non-identifiable. 
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Thank you for taking the time to participate in this survey! We are excited to hear from you about 

your experience using the website Fostering the OT, which aims to enhance perceived sense of 

belonging in graduate studies as an OT student. By sharing your thoughts and feedback, you can 

help us better understand your perceptions of the website and provide valuable insights to 

improve its overall quality. 

 

Your input is critical to our efforts to develop a comprehensive web resource that supports the 

unique needs of occupational therapy students from underrepresented backgrounds. The survey 

will take approximately 5-10 minutes to complete, and all responses will be kept anonymous and 

confidential. Your honest and thoughtful feedback is greatly appreciated, and we look forward to 

hearing your thoughts on the website's strengths and areas for improvement. Thank you for your 

participation. 

o I agree to participate in this survey  (1)  

o I disagree to participate in this survey  (2)  

 
Q1 What year of your occupational therapy program are you currently in? 
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o One (1)  

o Two (2)  

o Three (3)  

o Prefer not to answer (4)  

 

Q2 What gender do identify as? 

o Female (1)  

o Male (2)  

o Other (3)  

o Prefer not to specify (4)  

 

 

Q3 What is your age range? 

o 18-24 (1)  

o 25-34 (2)  

o 35-44 (3)  

o 45 and above (4)  
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Q4 What is your ethnicity?  

o Latinx  (1)  

o Black or African American  (2)  

o Asian  (3)  

o Native Hawaiian  (4)  

o Multiple Races  (5)  

o White  (6)  

o Other  (7)  

 

 

Q5 I would define belonging in academia as. 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q6 I understand the strategies that can foster a sense of belonging in academia. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q7 My occupational therapy program offers enough support and strategies to foster a sense of 

belonging. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Q8 I think my classmates and faculty members understand me as a person. 

 

Strongly 

Disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

Agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Q9 I feel a sense of belonging within my cohort and program. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Q10 My sense of belonging in my school compares well to my personal life (e.g., family, friends, 

community). 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Q11 I have a strong sense of acceptance and value in my occupational therapy cohort. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Q12 I am likely to discuss with anyone in my program a sense of belonging pertaining to 

occupational therapy. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

Agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

Agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Q13 I will likely use this web resource to help with stress, anxiety, awareness, and acceptance in 

your occupational therapy program. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

likely nor 

Unlikely 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 



90 

 

Q14 I will likely recommend this website to underrepresented occupational therapy students. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

Agree (3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Q15 In the future, I will likely use the web resource Fostering the OT as a primary source of 

information about a sense of belonging in academia. 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

Agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

Q16 This web resource appropriately supports my perceived sense of belonging in graduate-level 

occupational therapy education. 
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Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Disagree 

(2) 

Somewhat 

disagree 

(3) 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

(4) 

Somewhat 

agree (5) 

Agree 

(6) 

Strongly 

agree (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 
Q17 Before using the web resource, I would rate my perceived sense of belonging during my 

occupational therapy graduate experience as. 

 
Extremely 

poor (1) 
Poor (2) 

Somewhat 

poor (3) 

Neither 

good nor 

poor (4) 

Somewhat 

good (5) 

Good 

(6) 

Extremely 

good (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Q18 After using the web resource, I would rate my perceived sense of belonging during my 

occupational therapy graduate experience as. 

 
Extremely 

poor (1) 
Poor (2) 

Somewhat 

poor (3) 

Neither 

good nor 

poor (4) 

Somewhat 

good (5) 

Good 

(6) 

Extremely 

good (7) 

Click to 

answer 

(1)  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

Q19 What do you think could be improved in this web resource? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q20 What is the most noteworthy feature of the web resource? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q21 Please elaborate if you have any other questions or concerns about the website. 

________________________________________________________________  



93 

 

References 

Alicea-Planas, J. (2017). Shifting our focus to support the educational journey of 

underrepresented students. Journal of Nursing Education, 56(3), 159-163. 

https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20170222-07 

Allen, K., Gray, D. L., Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (2021). The need to belong: A deep 

dive into the origins, implications, and future of a foundational construct. Educational 

Psychology Review, 34(2), 1133-1156. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-021-09633-6 

Allen, K., Kern, M. L., Rozek, C. S., McInerney, D. M., & Slavich, G. M. (2021). Belonging: A 

review of conceptual issues, an integrative framework, and directions for future research. 

Australian Journal of Psychology, 73(1), 87-102. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00049530.2021.1883409 

Blackwell, E., & Patrice Juliet Pinder. (2014). What are the motivational factors of first-

generation minority college students who overcome their family histories to pursue higher 

education? College Student Journal, 48(1), 45–57. 

https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=googlescholar&id=GALE|A372252066&v=2.1&

it=r&sid=AONE&asid=6de8e441 

Billingsley, J. T., & Hurd, N. M. (2019). Discrimination, mental health and academic 

performance among underrepresented college students: The role of extracurricular 

activities at predominantly white institutions. Social Psychology of Education, 22(2), 

421-446. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-019-09484-8 

Booker, K. (2016). Connection and Commitment: How Sense of Belonging and Classroom 

Community Influence Degree Persistence for African American Undergraduate 

Women. International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 28(2), 

218–229. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1111140.pdf 



94 

 

Briscoe, K. L., Moore, C. M., Kaler-Jones, C., & Ford, J. R. (2022). “We don’t feel like we 

belong”: Graduate students’ of color racialized experiences in hybrid HESA graduate 

programs. JCSCORE, 8(2), 78-114. https://doi.org/10.15763/issn.2642-2387.2022.8.2.78-

114 

Brown, K., Lamont, A., Do, A., & Schoessow, K. (2021). Increasing racial and ethnic diversity 

in occupational therapy education: The role of accreditation council for occupational 

therapy education (ACOTE®) standards. The American Journal of Occupational 

Therapy, 75(3). https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2021.047746 

Bryant, W., Craik, C., & McKay, E. A. (2004). Living in a glasshouse: Exploring occupational 

alienation. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 71(5), 282-289. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000841740407100507 

Cavazos, J., Johnson, M. B., & Sparrow, G. S. (2010). Overcoming personal and academic 

challenges: Perspectives from Latina/o college students. Journal of Hispanic Higher 

Education, 9(4), 304-316. https://doi.org/10.1177/1538192710380744 

Chakraverty, D. (2020). The impostor phenomenon among Black doctoral and postdoctoral 

scholars in STEM. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 15, 433-460. 

https://doi.org/10.28945/4613 

Chávez-Moreno, L. C. (2022). Critiquing racial literacy: Presenting a continuum of racial 

Literacies. Educational Researcher, 51(7), 481-488. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x221093365 



95 

 

Clark, C. R., Mercer, S. H., Zeigler-Hill, V., & Dufrene, B. A. (2012). Barriers to the success of 

ethnic minority students in school psychology graduate programs. School Psychology 

Review, 41(2), 176-192. https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2012.12087519 

Colaianni, D., Tovar, G., Wilson, D., & Zapanta, H. (2022). Factors influencing the diversity of 

occupational therapy students. Journal of Occupational Therapy Education, 6(1). 

https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2022.060102 

COTAD National. (2015). COTAD National. COTAD National. https://www.cotad.org/ 

Cohen, G. L., & Sherman, D. K. (2014). The psychology of change: Self-affirmation and social 

psychological intervention. Annual Review of Psychology, 65(1), 333-371. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010213-115137 

Daya, Z., & Hearn, J. H. (2017). Mindfulness interventions in medical education: A systematic 

review of their impact on medical student stress, depression, fatigue and burnout. 

Medical Teacher, 40(2), 146-153. https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159x.2017.1394999 

Dean, S., Peng, W., Zaslawski, C., Elliott, D., Newton-John, T., Campo, M., & Pappas, E. 

(2017). Mindfulness in physical and occupational therapy education and practice: A 

scoping review. Physical Therapy Reviews, 22(5-6), 221-228. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10833196.2017.1341594 

Faiman, B. (2021). undefined. Journal of the Advanced Practitioner in Oncology, 12(4). 

https://doi.org/10.6004/jadpro.2021.12.4.1 

Farmer, T. W., Serpell, Z., Scott, L. A., DeVlieger, S. E., Brooks, D. S., & Hamm, J. V. (2022). 

The developmental dynamics of emotional and behavioral difficulties of youth of color: 

Systemic oppression, correlated constraints, and the need for targeted universalism. 



96 

 

Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 30(2), 71-85. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10634266211068892 

Farrell, M., & Langrehr, K. J. (2017). Stress, social support, and psychosocial functioning of 

ethnically diverse students. Journal of College Counseling, 20(3), 208-223. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/jocc.12070 

Ford, A. R., Smith, D. L., & Banister, G. E. (2020). Recruitment and retention of occupational 

therapy practitioners and students of color: A qualitative study. The American Journal of 

Occupational Therapy, 75(1), 7501205150p1-7501205150p8. 

https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2020.039446 

Franklin, A., & Tranter, B. (2021). Loneliness and the cultural, spatial, temporal and 

generational bases of belonging. Australian Journal of Psychology, 73(1), 57-69. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00049530.2020.1837007 

Gamba, M., & Nichols, E. (2021). Resmaa Menakem, my grandmother’s hands: Racialized 

trauma and the pathway to mending our hearts and bodies. American Journal of Dance 

Therapy, 43(1), 103-109. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10465-021-09345-y 

Garcia, C. E. (2017). Latinx College Student Sense of Belonging: The Role of Campus 

Subcultures [Doctoral dissertation]. https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cehsedaddiss/279 

Gehlbach, H., & Brinkworth, M. E. (2011). Measure twice, cut down error: A process for 

enhancing the validity of survey scales. Review of General Psychology, 15(4), 380-387. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025704 



97 

 

Giacomin, M., & Jordan, C. H. (2020). Interdependent and independent self-construal. 

Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences, 2319-2325. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-24612-3_1136 

Gillen-O’Neel, C. (2019). Sense of belonging and student engagement: A daily study of first- 

and continuing-generation college students. Research in Higher Education, 62(1), 45-71. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-019-09570-y 

Gin, K. J. (2019). Racialized Aggressions and Sense of Belonging Among Asian American 

College Students [Doctoral dissertation]. https://scholarworks.umb.edu/iaas_pubs/44 

Glass, C. R., Kociolek, E., Wongtrirat, R., Lynch, R. J., & Cong, S. (2015). Uneven experiences: 

The impact of student-faculty interactions on international students’ sense of belonging. 

Journal of International Students, 5(4), 353-367. https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v5i4.400 

Goforth, J. (2021, November 10). High Impact Practices and Historically Underrepresented 

Minority Students - Center for Engaged Learning. Center for Engaged Learning. 

https://www.centerforengagedlearning.org/resources/high-impact-practices-and-

historically-underrepresented-minority-students/ 

Goodenow, C. (1993). Classroom belonging among early adolescent students. The Journal of 

Early Adolescence, 13(1), 21-43. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431693013001002 

Govender, P., Mkhabela, S., Hlongwane, M., Jali, K., & Jetha, C. (2015). OT student's 

experiences of stress and coping. South African Journal of Occupational Therapy, 45(3). 

https://doi.org/10.17159/2310-3833/2015/v45n3/a7 

Graduate level Definition | Law Insider. (2013). Law Insider; Law Insider. 

https://www.lawinsider.com/dictionary/graduate-level 



98 

 

Graham, J. R., West, L. M., & Roemer, L. (2012). The experience of racism and anxiety 

symptoms in an African-American sample: Moderating effects of trait mindfulness. 

Mindfulness, 4(4), 332-341. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-012-0133-2 

Grajo, L., Boisselle, A., & DaLomba, E. (2018). Occupational adaptation as a construct: A 

scoping review of literature. The Open Journal of Occupational Therapy, 6(1). 

https://doi.org/10.15453/2168-6408.1400 

Hammell, K. R. (2014). Belonging, occupation, and human well-being: An exploration. 

Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 81(1), 39-50. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0008417413520489 

Hecht, C. A., Priniski, S. J., Tibbetts, Y., & Harackiewicz, J. M. (2021). Affirming both 

independent and interdependent values improves achievement for all students and 

mitigates cultural mismatch for first‐generation college students. Journal of Social Issues, 

77(3), 851-887. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12416 

Hepworth, H., & Schafer, C. (2016). Factors influencing minority group pursuit of occupational 

therapy education. UND Scholarly Commons. https://commons.und.edu/ot-

grad/85/?utm_source=commons.und.edu%2Fot-

grad%2F85&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages 

Hinojosa, J. (2017). How society’s philosophy has shaped occupational therapy practice for the 

past 100 years. The Open Journal of Occupational Therapy, 5(2). 

https://doi.org/10.15453/2168-6408.1325 

Howard, T. C., & Navarro, O. (2016). Critical race theory 20 years later. Urban Education, 

51(3), 253-273. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085915622541 



99 

 

Keptner, K. M. (2018). Relationship between occupational performance measures and 

adjustment in a sample of university students. Journal of Occupational Science, 26(1), 6-

17. https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2018.1539409 

Ketover, S. (2021). Latinx Students' Sense of Belonging in a Comprehensive Suburban High 

School [Doctoral dissertation]. https://digitalcommons.tacoma.uw.edu/edd_capstones/68 

Killingsworth, M. (2011). A wandering mind is an unhappy mind. PsycEXTRA Dataset. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/e634112013-170 

Kitchens, R. F., Armstead, A. B., Mani, K., Ghulmi, L., & Collins, D. M. (2022). Exploring the 

experiences of Black/African American students in entry level occupational therapy and 

occupational therapy assistant programs: A survey study. Journal of Occupational 

Therapy Education, 6(2). https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2022.060202 

Jones, K., & Okun, T. (2001). White Supremacy Culture. Minnesota Historical Society: 

Department of Inclusion and Community Engagement. 

https://www.thc.texas.gov/public/upload/preserve/museums/files/White_Supremacy_Cult

ure.pdf 

Lucas, C. (2018). Occupational therapy professionals of color: Perceptions of the academic 

experience. The American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 72(4_Supplement_1), 

7211505099p1-7211505099p1. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2018.72s1-po3014 

Maher-Palenque, S. (2016). The power of Podcasting: Perspectives on pedagogy. Journal of 

Instructional Research, 5(1), 4-7. https://doi.org/10.9743/jir.2016.1 

McMaster University. (2015). article. Default; McMaster Optimal Aging Portal. 

https://www.mcmasteroptimalaging.org/knowledge-base/article/getting-started/web-

resource-ratings/what-is-a-web-resource 



100 

 

Miller, A. N., & Orsillo, S. M. (2020). Values, acceptance, and belongingess in graduate school: 

Perspectives from underrepresented minority students. Journal of Contextual Behavioral 

Science, 15, 197-206. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2020.01.002 

Museus, S. D., Yi, V., & Saelua, N. (2018). How culturally engaging campus environments 

influence sense of belonging in college: An examination of differences between white 

students and students of color. Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, 11(4), 467-483. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/dhe0000069 

Nguyen, L. P. (2018). Fostering a Sense of Belonging: The Asian American Student Experience 

[Master’s thesis]. https://digital.sandiego.edu/soles-mahel-action/3 

Peacock, S., Cowan, J., Irvine, L., & Williams, J. (2020). An exploration into the importance of a 

sense of belonging for online learners. The International Review of Research in Open and 

Distributed Learning, 21(2), 18-35. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v20i5.4539 

Philip, E., & Philip, A. (2022). The influence of positive self-affirmation towards Malaysian ESL 

students at tertiary level of education. Journal of Humanities and Education 

Development, 4(4), 09-17. https://doi.org/10.22161/jhed.4.4.2 

Raab, M. R. (2022). How Sense of Belonging Impacts Student Retention: Examining the 

Experience of First-Generation Latino/a/x Students Attending PWIs [Master's thesis]. 

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gradprojects/123 

Ramos, G., Aguilera, A., Montoya, A., Lau, A., Wen, C. Y., Cruz Torres, V., & Chavira, D. 

(2021). App-based mindfulness meditation for people of color who experience race-

related stress: Protocol for a randomized controlled trial (Preprint). 

https://doi.org/10.2196/preprints.35196 



101 

 

Rodriguez, A. L., & Provident, I. (2018). The effects of a structured coping strategy program for 

graduate occupational therapy students. Journal of Occupational Therapy Education, 

2(1). https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2018.020109 

Sanderson, C. D., Hollinger-Smith, L. M., & Cox, K. (2021). Developing a social determinant of 

Learning™ framework. Nursing Education Perspectives, Publish Ahead of Print. 

https://doi.org/10.1097/01.nep.0000000000000810 

Salvant, S., Kleine, E. A., & Gibbs, V. D. (2021). Be heard—We’re listening: Emerging issues 

and potential solutions from the voices of BIPOC occupational therapy students, 

practitioners, and educators. The American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 75(6). 

https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2021.048306 

Schkade, J. K., & Schultz, S. (1992). Occupational adaptation: Toward a holistic approach for 

contemporary practice, Part 1. The American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 46(9), 

829-837. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.46.9.829 

Schäfer, K., & Eerola, T. (2018). How listening to music and engagement with other media 

provide a sense of belonging: An exploratory study of social surrogacy. Psychology of 

Music, 48(2), 232-251. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735618795036 

Sebastian, B. B., & Slaten, C. D. (2022). “I'm prepared for this moment”: The role of 

mindfulness in the psychosocial health of women of color. Journal of Multicultural 

Counseling and Development, 51(1), 58-68. https://doi.org/10.1002/jmcd.12259 

Spencer, B., Sherman, L., Nielsen, S., & Thormodson, K. (2017). Effectiveness of occupational 

therapy interventions for students with mental illness transitioning to higher education: A 



102 

 

systematic review. Occupational Therapy in Mental Health, 34(2), 151-164. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0164212x.2017.1380559 

Stephens, N. (2011). Unseen disadvantage: How the taken-for-granted university culture of 

independence undermines first-generation college students. PsycEXTRA Dataset. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/e634112013-187 

Stephens, N. M., & Townsend, S. S. (2015). The norms that drive behavior. Journal of Cross-

Cultural Psychology, 46(10), 1304-1306. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022115600264 

Sue, D. W., Alsaidi, S., Awad, M. N., Glaeser, E., Calle, C. Z., & Mendez, N. (2019). Disarming 

racial microaggressions: Microintervention strategies for targets, white Allies, and 

bystanders. American Psychologist, 74(1), 128-142. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000296 

Taff, S. D., & Blash, D. (2017). Diversity and inclusion in occupational therapy: Where we are, 

where we must go. Occupational Therapy In Health Care, 31(1), 72-83. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07380577.2016.1270479 

Tate, K. A., Fouad, N. A., Marks, L. R., Young, G., Guzman, E., & Williams, E. G. (2014). 

Underrepresented first-generation, low-income college students’ pursuit of a graduate 

education. Journal of Career Assessment, 23(3), 427-441. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072714547498 

Tobin, S. J., & Guadagno, R. E. (2022). Why people listen: Motivations and outcomes of podcast 

listening. PLOS ONE, 17(4), e0265806. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0265806 

Vogtmann, J. W., & Provident, I. (2021). Building stress resilience and wellbeing: Introducing 

mindfulness training to reduce stress in entry-level occupational therapy students. 



103 

 

Journal of Occupational Therapy Education, 5(4). 

https://doi.org/10.26681/jote.2021.050417 

Walder, K., Molineux, M., Bissett, M., & Whiteford, G. (2019). Occupational adaptation – 

analyzing the maturity and understanding of the concept through concept analysis. 

Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 28(1), 26-40. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/11038128.2019.1695931 

Walton, G. M., & Cohen, G. L. (2011). A brief social-belonging intervention improves academic 

and health outcomes of minority students. Science, 331(6023), 1447-1451. 

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1198364 

Wittrup, A. R., & Hurd, N. M. (2021). The role of trajectories of stress and social support in 

underrepresented students’ educational outcomes. Applied Developmental Science, 26(3), 

532-552. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2021.1906677 

Wright, N. T. (2016). An Exploration of Sense of Belonging Among Black Males Attending a 

Predominately White Institution.  

Wood, W., & Mazur, T. (2016). Do no harm: Mindful engagement for a world in crisis. 

Yorke, M. (2014). The development and initial use of a survey of student ‘belongingness’, 

engagement and self-confidence in UK higher education. Assessment & Evaluation in 

Higher Education, 41(1), 154-166. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2014.990415  



104 

 

Curriculum Vitae 

OWEN LAWANI 
owen.lawani@gmail.com  

SUMMARY: 

  

A reliable individual who is professional, cares for others, well mannered, and works well within 

a team environment. Devoted to providing clients with comfort and care in the workplace, as 

well as building strong relationships with colleagues, supervisors, and management. Experienced 

in interpersonal communication and fulfilling daily assigned occupational tasks. 

 

EDUCATION: 

 

California State University, Los Angeles                                                                                                 

Los Angeles, CA 

Bachelor’s in Kinesiology                                                                                       

Focus in Therapeutic Exercise                                                                                                               

Graduated 2015 

           

VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE: 

  

USC Verdugo Hills Hospital, Physical Medicine Rehabilitation                                                       

April 2014-May 2015                                 

Volunteer                
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● Observed the duties of an occupational and physical therapist. 
● Assisted physical therapy aide with daily duties. 
● Attended a senior education program attended instructed by a physical therapist. 

 

South Pasadena Senior Center 

● Developed quality exercise programs for the elderly in the South Pasadena community.                                                                     
● Instruct and supervise the group using appropriate biomechanics while promoting safety 

and monitoring positive signs of adaptation to exercise. 
● Providing accurate risk factors to the aging population during exercise. 
● Avoid contraindicated exercises that could advance to joint issues or illness.  

                                                                             

  

California State University, Los Angeles Mobility Center                                                      

Summer 2013-Spring 2015 

Kinesiology student trainer (Volunteer) 

● Under the supervision of a physical therapist and teacher’s assistant, provided kinesthetic 
education and support to individuals attending Cal State Los Angeles or living in the local 
community. 

● Assessed general needs and goals the client’s expressed as well executing daily life 
demands such as strength, balance work, range of motion, and functional mobility.  

● Actively building relationships with clients and staff for a constructive work 
environment. 

 

PREVIOUS AND PAST CERTIFICATIONS: 

 

Basic Life Support Certification (Current)                                                                                                  

 

Advanced Cardiac Life Support Certification                                                                               
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ECG & Pharmacology Certification                                                                                                     

 

 

APPLICABLE OCCUPATIONS AND FIELDWORK EXPERIENCE: 

  

USC Verdugo Hills Hospital, Physical Medicine Rehabilitation                                                                  

August 2015 - April 2020                                        

Rehabilitation Tech                                  

● Supporting physical and occupational therapists by abiding by hospital competencies and 
modeling characteristics of enthusiasm, helpfulness, and problem-solving. 

● Involved in four sub-divisional categories as a Physical Therapy Aide; Outpatient, 
Inpatient, Senior Education Coordinator, and Cardiac Rehabilitation Aide (Exercise 
Physiologist). 

● Outpatient Aide consists of assisting and providing physical therapist and Certified Hand 
Therapist in a gym setting. 

● Preparation of treatment of room and analysis of patient’s preferences 
● Application of modalities that assist in the therapeutic visit 
● Maintaining a non-infectious work area for patients and therapists. 
● Shaping the patient's charts after discharge of physical medicine. 
● Inpatient Aide contains the involvement of orthopedic patients, acute cardiac monitored 

patients, intensive care patients, geropsychiatric patients, and transitional care patients. 
● Safety and Infection control habits are used while caring for patients.   
● Assisting the Therapist in bed mobility, transfers, and efficient body mechanic to allow 

the patient to walk. 
● Applying Viking lifts for a patient who has limited or permanent lower body function or 

impairments. 
● Communicating with nurses and medical doctors on how to enhance the patient’s 

experience. 
● Senior Education Program Coordinator is an occupation that allows seniors in the local 

community to improve their knowledge of exercise and balance. 
● Cardiac Rehabilitation Aide requires assisting exercise physiologist with monitored and 

unmonitored with current or previous heart complications. 
● The ability to read EKG recordings. 
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● Documentation of the patient's visit in a SOAP note format. 
● Following the individual's plan of care agreement with the medical doctor. 
● Contact a medical doctor if abnormal sinus rhythm occurs during exercise. 

 

Encompass Health and Rehabilitation Hospital of Henderson                                                                        

May 2021-August 2021 

Fieldwork Level II Student  

Adhering to the company policy and ethical procedures of the site by documenting, ensuring 

safety, and patient autonomy 

● Remedial/Compensatory interventions that assisted in gaining independence in the 
patient’s roles and routines. 

● Assessment of psychological and physical abilities through evaluation and creating 
treatment applicable for 14 days. 

● Discussion of the treatment plan with patient and therapy team to create collaborative 
discharge that meets the needs of the patient. 

● Accurate depiction of intervention through documentation requirements. 
● Co-treatment with a physical therapy team member to improve patient care and handling.    
● Educating caregivers on patients’ status and potential environmental changes required in 

home or work environment. 
● The use of the start of the art technology to assist with patient’s deficits and ongoing 

assessment of progress. 
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