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Abstract 

Background. Placements are key contexts for occupational therapy students to connect 

theoretical knowledge (theory) with practice. Theory relates to the prevailing ideas and 

concepts used by a profession. It can be derived within and outside the profession (discipline-

specific knowledge & related knowledge respectively). Purpose. This scoping review aimed 

to identify what is known about the nature of theoretical knowledge used in occupational 

therapy practice education. Method. A search of four electronic databases identified 19 

relevant publications, data from which was extracted deductively. Findings. Inconsistent 

descriptions related to discipline-specific knowledge while related knowledge was often 

presented as not integrated with, or complementing, discipline-specific knowledge. Some 

authors referred to educational knowledge and methods informing student’s theory use during 

placements. Implications. Educational methods need to provide a foundational platform, 

enabling novice learners to structure their thinking about ways discipline-specific and related 

knowledge can be used within an occupational framework on placement. 

Keywords. Students*, Education*, Occupation, domain of concern, Occupational 

Therapy*, Theory 
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Practice education, usually undertaken through professional practice placements 

(placements), is a key educational strategy for connecting theory, learnt at university, with 

practice (Towns & Ashby, 2014). Learning to use theory in practice is important because it 

forms an essential foundation for guiding reasoning and decision-making (Turpin & Iwama, 

2011). Theory is defined as a set of ideas “themselves a mixture of beliefs, values and 

assumptions” which are “formulated and argued for publicly, commonly known and 

acknowledged” (Fish & Boniface, 2012, p. 17).  

Occupational therapy’s theoretical knowledge and practice are broadly described in 

terms of its paradigms (Kielhofner, 2009). Throughout the profession’s history there have 

been significant paradigm shifts, which have resulted in disharmony when changes have been 

made to prevailing concepts, values, and associated theoretical knowledge (Greber, 2011). 

For example, the early occupational paradigm focused on the importance of occupation for 

health and human life and its use as a therapeutic tool (Kielhofner, 2009). However, in the 

late 1940s and 1950s, the mechanistic paradigm dominated and refocused the profession 

towards understanding and addressing the body’s systems (biomedical knowledge) 

(Kielhofner, 2009). Reductionist practices focused on the “mechanisms underlying function 

and dysfunction” (Kielhofner, 2009, p. 41) and aimed to reduce impairment by, for example, 

using exercises to rebuild muscle strength. While the application of biomedical knowledge 

during the mechanistic paradigm led to an improved understanding of the relationship 

between body structures and performance, it moved occupational therapists away from the 

central importance of occupation (Kielhofner, 2009).  

A return to occupation characterises the current “contemporary paradigm” 

(Kielhofner, 2009, p. 49), which is based on: the centrality of occupation and its importance 

for health and wellbeing; the interaction between person, environment and occupation; and 

the use of occupation to limit dysfunction, improve health status and facilitate participation. 
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Fisher (2013) used the term “occupation-centred” to signify that occupation is central to the 

occupational therapist’s perspective and is foundational to their reasoning. The centrality of 

occupation therefore frames the type of discipline-specific knowledge used within the 

contemporary paradigm. 

In practice, discipline-specific knowledge is only part of the picture that informs 

occupational therapists’ thinking. Occupational therapists commonly use related knowledge, 

which Kielhofner (2009) defined as that which is derived from outside of the profession. For 

example, knowledge of disease processes, originating from the field of medicine, and 

cognitive behavioural techniques from the field of psychology are commonly used by 

occupational therapists (Kielhofner, 2009). This related knowledge informs and complements 

occupational therapy practice when analysing and facilitating occupational performance and 

participation in life roles. Another example of related knowledge is client-centred practice 

(from psychology), which is described as a cornerstone of occupational therapy practice 

(Ripat, 2013; Sumison & Law 2006), informing the way occupational therapists 

communicate and work with clients. 

Students need to develop a comprehensive understanding of theory from their 

university curricula, particularly the concept of occupation, so that relevant knowledge can 

inform what they do in practice (Howarth, Morris & Cox, 2018). Challenges are frequently 

reported in how students apply theory to their practice (Gillen & Greber, 2014, Howarth et. 

al., 2018) due to its complex nature (Di Tommaso, Wicks, Scarvell & Isbel, 2019), 

compounded by a lack of definitions and clarity of terms (Howarth et. al., 2018). Practice 

education environments offer a valued learning opportunity (Ashby & Chandler, 2010) as 

students can actively try out knowledge in authentic contexts (Miller & Roberts, 2020). 

However, educational scholarship is in its infancy (Miller & Roberts, 2020) and, to date, 
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teaching and learning has received limited attention in practice education literature (Roberts, 

Hooper, Wood & King, 2015).  

Practice educators have a significant influence on students’ ability to apply theoretical 

knowledge in practice (Towns & Ashby, 2014). Students need be supported on placement  

to integrate different types of knowledge from different sources in their practice, a lack of 

which is commonly referred to as the theory to practice gap (Tupin & Iwama, 2019). Towns 

and Ashby (2014) proposed that there is a need to focus on how practice educators facilitate 

students to use theory during placements. Identifying from the literature how theory is 

described and used in practice education could inform ways in which practice educators can 

facilitate student learning. Therefore, the aim of this scoping review was to identify: What is 

known about the nature of theoretical knowledge used in occupational therapy practice 

education? 

Method 

The scoping review framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) was 

utilised, with reference to Levac, Colquhoun and O'Brien’s (2010) additional 

recommendations. The framework comprises five stages: 1. Identifying the research question; 

2. Identifying relevant studies; 3. Selecting studies; 4. Charting the data; 5. Collating, 

summarizing and reporting the results.  

Once the research question was identified, the following search strategy was 

designed: occupational therap* OR OT AND fieldwork OR student* OR placement* OR 

"practice education" OR "clinical education" AND education OR theory OR theories OR 

model OR models. The search was conducted in four electronic databases (CINAHL, 

Embase, PubMed and Scopus) for peer reviewed and non-peer reviewed English language 

publications between 2005 and October 2020, to reflect theory use within the contemporary 
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paradigm. Figure 1 shows the PRISMA process of publication selection (after an initial 

search in December 2018 and updated search in October 2020). [Figure 1 here] 

 

 

Publications were included if they related to: (a) occupational therapy practice 

education; and (b) use of theory for practice or learning. An exclusion criteria ensured that 

papers reflected the process of students learning to use theory in practice as opposed to pre-

placement and post-placement outcomes. 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram showing literature search results 
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The first author screened titles and abstracts and two authors independently reviewed 

samples of abstracts and full text articles, as recommended by Levac et al. (2010). The 

research team met regularly to review progress, discuss decisions and reach consensus about 

the final inclusion of publications.  

A charting tool was designed to extract key information from each publication 

(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), namely aim, publication type or research design, study 

population, study location, theoretical knowledge described or used. Data was extracted 

independently by two authors. The charting tool was developed and refined during this 

process through discussions between the authors extracting the data and the wider research 

team (Levac et al., 2010). Refinements made to the charting tool included the identification 

of three deductive codes within the category of ‘theoretical knowledge described or used’ to 

reflect knowledge types: discipline-specific, related and educational knowledge.  The process 

of data extraction resulted in a detailed record of key information about each publication, 

including theories identified and how they were reportedly used in a practice education 

context. Table 1 provides a condensed version of the charting tool, and the data is further 

elaborated on in the findings section. [Table 1 here] 
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Findings 

The 19 publications (Table 1) comprised peer reviewed journal articles reporting 

studies involving primary data collection (12), opinion pieces, fieldwork issues reports or 

narrative accounts (5), and books (2). Two of the peer reviewed journal articles reported on 

the same research study while the two different books included specific chapters, one chapter 

from one book (Treseder & Polglase, 2013) and six chapters from another (Dancza & 

Rodger, 2018).  

Research involving primary data collection was conducted in the following countries: 

Australia (4), Canada (2), America (2), United Kingdom (1), Switzerland (1) and South 

Africa (1). Locations for primary data collection were often referred to broadly as placements 

without specifying the setting or clinical population, except for a university based paediatric 

clinic (Copley et. al, 2011; Copley et. al. 2010) and schools (Dancza et. al., 2019; Dancza et. 

al 2016; Kaelin & Dancza, 2019). Participant groups included practice educators, university 

educators, new graduates and, most commonly, students. Nine research studies described 

qualitative methodologies including exploratory, phenomenological and social constructionist 

perspectives. Two used a quantitative research framework consisting of an exploratory 

survey (Ashby & Chandler, 2010) and a post-test survey following a training event in which 

descriptive statistics were used to analyse closed-ended questions (Frigo et al., 2019). 

Interviews were most frequently used to collect data. Participant numbers ranged from 6- 65, 

with a mean of 21. Below is a narrative summary of the data extracted in relation to the three 

knowledge types: discipline-specific knowledge; related knowledge; and educational 

knowledge.  
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Discipline-Specific Knowledge 

Multiple terms were used to describe or refer to aspects of occupation in a practice 

education context, and these were not well defined. Many different terms were used which a) 

incorporated occupation and theory, b) described the occupational therapists outlook or c) 

linked occupation and practice. Table 2 presents discipline-specific knowledge terms which 

were used. [Table 2 here] 

 

Table 2. Discipline-specific theory terms used 

 

 

Terms which 

incorporate occupation 

and theory  

Terms which describe the 

occupational therapists’ 

outlook 

Terms which link occupation and 

practice 

• occupation-centred 

theories (Dancza, 

Copley & Moran, 

2019; Dancza & 

Rodger, 2018) 

• occupation-based 

theory (Vermaak & 

Nel, 2016)  

• occupation-focused 

theory (Ashby & 

Chandler, 2010; 

Hanson, 2015; 

Leclair et al., 2013). 

• an occupation-centred 

perspective (Dancza & 

Rodger, 2018) 

• an occupational 

perspective (Di 

Tommaso et. al., 2019) 

• having occupation-

centred principles 

(Dancza & Rodger, 

2018)   

• having occupation-

centred ideals 

(Hanson, 2013a). 

• occupation-based practice 

(Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Di 

Tommaso et al., 2019; Raiz, 

2007; Towns & Ashby, 2014; 

Vermaak & Nel, 2016),  

• occupation-centred practice 

(Copley, Rodger, Graham & 

Hannay, 2011; Dancza & 

Rodger, 2018; Hanson, 2013a; 

Kaelin & Dancza, 2019),  

• occupation-focused practice 

(Dancza & Rodger, 2018; 

Towns & Ashby, 2014) 

occupation-centred (Bergner, 

2018; Copley et al., 2011; 

Copley, Rodger, Hannay & 

Graham, 2010; Frigo et al., 

2019; Hanson, 2013a)  

• occupation-based approaches 

(Di Tommaso et al., 2019; 

Hanson, 2013a). 
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Limited use of proposed definitions, documented within the profession, have been 

used in occupational therapy literature (Di Tommaso et al. 2019). Within the included 

publications, an exception was Dancza and Rodger (2018), who referred to the definitions by 

Fisher (2013) of occupation-centred, occupation-focused and occupation-based practice, 

which appear to be increasingly accepted within the profession (Di Tommaso et al., 2019). 

Terms such as ‘occupation-focussed models’ and ‘frames of reference’, were referred to 

globally as theory by the authors of one study and used interchangeably by student 

participants (Towns & Ashby, 2014). 

Occupational therapy conceptual models were presented as important, discipline-

specific knowledge within a practice education context (Towns & Ashby, 2014). Again, a 

range of terms were used for these models, including occupation-focused models (Ashby & 

Chandler, 2010; Hanson, 2015; Towns & Ashby, 2014), occupation-based models (Bergner, 

2018), occupational therapy models (Dancza, Copley, Rodger & Moran, 2016) and 

theoretical models (Leclair et al., 2013; Vermaak & Nel, 2016). Occupational therapy 

conceptual models were presented as essential to include in curriculum design (Ashby & 

Chandler, 2010) because they provide a theoretical basis for practice and reflect the 

contemporary paradigm (Ashby & Chandler, 2010; Bergner, 2018). These models were 

proposed to support students’ understanding of the practical application of theory during 

placements (Towns & Ashby, 2014) and their developing reasoning and practice choices 

(Bergner, 2018). 

 

Related Knowledge 

A broad range of related knowledge was referred to in the publications. This included 

therapeutic use of self (Hanson, 2013b), emotional intelligence (Raiz, 2007), holistic practice 

(Dancza & Rodger, 2018) and client or child-centred practice (Bergner, 2018; Copley et al., 
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2010; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Frigo et al., 2019; Hanson, 2013b; Hanson, 2013a; Kaelin & 

Dancza, 2019; Ripat, Wener & Dobinson, 2013; Treseder & Polglase, 2013). There was 

evidence that these forms of related knowledge were integrated within occupational 

therapists’ work with clients and made part of the students’ learning experience during 

placements. An example is Copley et al.’s study (2010), which reported that the use of child-

centred care principles enhanced students’ learning of occupation-centred approaches. In the 

same study, students also learned how to implement specific occupation-centred approaches, 

for example Cognitive Orientation to Occupational Performance (Polatajko, Mandich & 

Martini, 2000) and Perceive, Recall, Plan, Perform (Chapparo & Ranka, 1996), which were 

also described as being child-centred (Copley et al., 2010). 

Some publications presented related knowledge that originated from a medical model 

as conflicting with the contemporary occupational paradigm. Incongruence was identified 

between medically dominated health care settings and occupational therapy philosophy (Di 

Tommaso et al., 2019), with biomedical practice and occupation-based practice considered as 

representing different, and often opposing, views of health care (Vermaak & Nel, 2016). 

Biomedical practice was referred to using the terms “component-based, medical-model types 

of practice” (Raiz, 2007, p. 62) and “impairment focused biomedical approach to practice” 

(Vermaak & Nel, 2016, p. 35). These authors referred to the notion of occupation in practice 

as replacing past component or impairment-focused approaches or practices, indicating that 

knowledge and practice has changed from a biomedical paradigm to the use of occupation 

associated with the contemporary paradigm.  

A dissonance between university-based teachings and students’ placement 

experiences was also identified (Ashby & Chandler, 2010; Bergner, 2018; Towns & Ashby, 

2014), leading to a mismatch between students’ expectations of what they thought they 

would see and do during placement and what they did in current service structures. When 
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associated with a medical model, students attempted to reconcile the practices they observed 

with their intentions of using occupation in practice, learnt at university. Towns and Ashby 

(2014) discussed how students’ placement experiences led them to assume that biomedical 

knowledge and associated practical skills were valued more highly than discipline-specific 

knowledge. In addition, when practice educators did not articulate their underlying discipline-

specific knowledge, students often assumed that the practice educator was not basing their 

judgements on theory. Finally, Towns and Ashby (2014) described that when practice 

educators devalued students’ appreciation of theory use in practice, students focused on 

practical skills as an alternative. Di Tommaso et. al. (2019) identified practical skills such as 

measuring joint range as being considered easier to master than the more complex 

assessments of occupational performance.  

Specific practice-based examples were rarely used to convey how theoretical 

knowledge was used when working with clients. When practice-based examples were 

provided, related knowledge seemed to dominate occupational therapist’s decision-making. 

For example, a baking session with a client following a traumatic brain injury was described 

as addressing performance components, namely balance and endurance (Frigo et al., 2019). 

Another example involved a hand therapy session using putty for grip strength and advising 

the client to practice their grip strength while baking at home (Treseder & Polglase, 2013).  

 

Educational Knowledge 

Educational theoretical knowledge in the publications included formalised educational 

theories and educational methods, which were each used in different ways. Educational 

theories were rarely described as being used in the conscious design of educational methods 

to support student learning. When educational theories were mentioned, it was often in 

relation to interpreting the research findings. For example, Copley et al. (2010) used Schon’s 
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(1987) work on developing reflective practitioners to enhance understanding of student 

experiences when learning to use occupation-based approaches. These authors associated 

students’ difficulty when responding spontaneously to unforeseen events during client 

assessments with the concept of reflection-in-action, considered foundational to on-the-spot 

experimentation (Schon, 1987). Similarly, Dancza et al. (2019) drew on the categories of 

knowledge identified by Billet (2010) to describe the differences between role emerging and 

traditional placements in students’ learning pace and reliance on their own reasoning. This 

was associated with the more limited access to profession-specific knowledge during role 

emerging placements than in traditional placements. 

Educational methods, such as providing opportunities for repeated theory use during 

placements and grading the complexity of learning experiences, were also identified. Several 

publications (Copley et al., 2011; Copley et al., 2010; Dancza et al., 2016; Dancza & Rodger, 

2018; Kaelin & Dancza, 2019) used the term scaffolding to describe the provision of 

intentional supports that could be reduced as students incrementally developed independence 

and mastery. In some cases, authors linked the concept of scaffolding with Vygotsky's (1978) 

work on the Zone of Proximal Development which considered the difference between 

students’ actual developmental levels or abilities and that which they could potentially 

achieve with facilitation and guidance from someone more capable. Copley et al. (2011) used 

Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1978) to explain how students’ cognitive 

processes developed with a capable practice educator enabling more advanced problem-

solving processes than the student would have managed by themselves. During placements, 

learning opportunities within the Zone of Proximal Development were considered more 

effective (Dancza et al., 2016), supporting the development of problem-solving processes that 

equipped students for future independent practice (Copley et al., 2011). 
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Publications commonly referred to the Novice to Expert model of skill acquisition by 

Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986). With experience, a learner progresses from being a novice to 

the subsequent stages of advanced beginner, competent, proficient, and finally expert. During 

the novice stage, learners recognise objective facts and features of a situation and use rules to 

determine their actions. For example, when working with students (novices) during practice 

education, it was proposed that educational methods should accommodate the learners’ need 

to follow the structured approaches offered by rules, routines and established procedures, 

particularly in the early stages of the placement (Copley et al., 2011; Copley et al., 2010; 

Dancza & Rodger, 2018). While clear structures were considered important for students, so 

too was transitioning to becoming less reliant on rules and developing as independent 

learners who were able to make active decisions (Dancza & Rodger, 2018). 

Recommended educational methods included modelling and articulating theory use in 

practice (Copley et al., 2011; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Towns & Ashby, 2014), and having 

ongoing open dialogue with students about how to use theory in practice (Hanson, 2015; 

Leclair et al., 2013; Towns & Ashby, 2014). Some authors asserted that practice educators 

need to develop their awareness of their own reasoning and use of theory in order to 

effectively use these educational methods (Bergner, 2018; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Towns & 

Ashby, 2014). Structured learning tools to visually represent reasoning and theory use were 

considered helpful and took the form of diagrams, prompt sheets or templates (Copley et al., 

2011; Copley et al., 2010; Dancza et al., 2016; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Hanson, 2013; 

Towns & Ashby, 2014).  
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Discussion 

This scoping review identified the ways in which theoretical knowledge is described 

and used in occupational therapy practice education literature.  Nineteen publications were 

identified which focused on theory within an occupational therapy practice education context, 

with 11 studies involving primary data findings.  Most publications were from Australia with 

the same authors contributing to multiple publications. Considering that theory is a central 

aspect of occupational therapy practice (Turpin & Iwama, 2011) and placements are valued 

as opportunities for students to apply theory in practice (Leclair et al., 2013; Roberts et. al., 

2015; Towns & Ashby, 2014) a greater body of research exploring the use of theoretical 

knowledge within a practice education was expected. 

Within the included publications, inconsistencies were identified in relation to the 

ways in which discipline-specific and related knowledge were described and used. 

Educational knowledge was identified and could potentially offer further ideas to guide 

practice educators in how to support students’ learning on placement. In the following sub-

sections, results are discussed in relation to: challenges in using discipline-specific and 

related knowledge during placement; educational knowledge solutions; and practice 

educators’ learning. 

 

Challenges in Using Discipline-Specific and Related Knowledge During Placement 

Discipline-specific knowledge was described in terms of occupation, consistent with 

the contemporary paradigm. However, multiple terms which were not well defined made it 

difficult to know whether terms were being used to describe the same or different concepts. 

In some cases, a complimentary coexistence was evident when related knowledge was used 

with discipline-specific knowledge, for example, using client-centred practice and 

occupation-centred practice together. However, polarisation appeared to exist between the 



 

The nature of theory used in practice education: a scoping review 

MOORES, DANCZA, TURPIN & COPLEY  20 | P a g e  

 

use of occupation (contemporary paradigm) and the impairment focused practices associated 

with biomedical knowledge and the medical model. Knowledge relating to impairments, 

performance components or body functions and structures appeared to dominate and be used 

at the expense of occupation as the primary focus (examples given by Frigo et al., 2019, 

Treseder & Polgese, 2013).  

The literature suggests that polarised views can be reconciled by integrating related 

knowledge with discipline-specific knowledge using a pluralistic perspective (Greber, 2018; 

Hinojosa, 2017; Mosey, 1985). Within a pluralist perspective, diverse types of knowledge 

and a broad range of interventions co-exist and are considered valid (Hinojosa, 2017). These 

may include practices typically associated with the medical model as well as those which 

focus on the central use of occupation. For example, an occupational therapist working with a 

client post-stroke might use their knowledge of hand anatomy and biomechanics to make a 

functional splint that supports the client’s wrist in slight extension, resulting in the client 

achieving a more reliable grasp of a jar to open it during a cooking task. Advocates for a 

pluralistic perspective maintain that reasoning must be logical (as opposed to a random 

selection of convenient ideas or approaches) and occupation needs to remain centrally 

important (Greber, 2018; Hinojosa, 2017). In the example above, a focus on the occupation is 

maintained but progress is made possible using related knowledge. In this way, an 

occupational therapist applies their knowledge of environmental contexts, activity demands 

and body structures when needed, whilst maintaining a primary focus on occupational 

performance outcomes. 

As the contemporary paradigm underpins reasoning, occupational therapists need to 

ensure that when information from other sources is adopted, their professional philosophy is 

their primary guide (Gustaffson, Molineux & Bennett, 2014). Without this continued focus 

on occupation, there is the possibility that the profession could realign with the biomedical 
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paradigm once again, thus posing a risk to its professional identity and the ability to utilise its 

unique occupational contribution with clients (Gustaffson et.al., 2014). Exploring with 

students the terms used to describe discipline- specific knowledge and the distinction 

between discipline-specific and related knowledge, including the ways in which these bodies 

of knowledge can be usefully integrated to support occupational outcomes, is important to 

guide their professional reasoning and decision making. Clear definitions which avoid 

multiple terms, which can lead to multiple understandings (Howarth et.al., 2018), along with 

examples of how theory integration can inform what occupational therapists do, are required 

to support students’ learning.  

 

Educational Knowledge Solutions 

Educational theory, as referred to in the reviewed publications, could further inform 

the conscious design of educational methods so that practice educators can teach students 

how theoretical knowledge is used to inform reasoning and decision-making in practice. 

Educational methods used to teach students to understand theory and its use in practice have 

been identified as an important focus for academic inquiry to inform occupational therapy 

educators (Howarth et. al., 2018; Miller & Roberts, 2020). The results from this scoping 

review indicate that, while there is some reference to the use of educational knowledge 

informing practice education educational methods, this practice is not universal and more 

needs to be done.  

Commonly referred to in the included publications was the work of Dreyfus and 

Dreyfus (1986), who identified five levels of learning from novice to expert. Practice 

educators need educational methods which are suited to a student’s novice status (Naidoo, 

van Wyk & Dhunpath, 2019), and therefore enable the recognition of features and facts, and 

apply defined ‘rules’, to determine how to act (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). In other words, 
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educational methods need to make clear the relevant facts and features of theoretical 

knowledge used in practice and ‘rules’ about when and how this information should be used. 

However, it is important that these ‘rules’ do not equate to a recipe or a defined set of 

protocols. If reasoning is broken down to decontextualised components, opportunities for 

learners to develop capability are reduced, leading to students not being adequately prepared 

for the complexity of health care environments (Patton & Christensen, 2019). As an 

alternative to rules or protocols, principles can be used to provide a foundation upon which 

students can build increasingly sophisticated frameworks for decision-making as their 

experience and knowledge develops (Naidoo, et. al. 2019). These principles could address the 

reported dissonance between university and practice-based learning experiences by serving as 

scaffolds, enabling students to make connections between existing knowledge from 

classroom-based learning with new information from the professional practice context 

(Naidoo et. al., 2019). Challenges in students learning to use theory in practice are not unique 

to practice education (Ashby & Chandler, 2010). Both university and practice-based 

educators have a vital role in enabling students to use theory in practice (Di Tommaso et al., 

2019), particularly with the increased focus on simulation and early university-based practice 

placement experiences in preparation for longer practice-based placements (Bennett et al., 

2017). Therefore, the development of comprehensive education programs which focus on the 

use of theory, including discipline-specific and related knowledge, and how to integrate the 

two in practice, are indicated.  

To teach theory use to students on placement, practice educators must be cognisant of 

their own use of theory (Bergner, 2018; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Towns & Ashby, 2014). 

However, a characteristic of experts is that they make decisions intuitively and automatically 

and may have little awareness of their own thinking (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). Therefore, 

developing an awareness about the varied sources of discipline-specific and related 
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knowledge from which practice educators draw to inform their reasoning and decision-

making is a useful first step. The Professional Learning through Useful Supports (PLUS) 

Framework (Dancza et al., 2021) focuses on guidance strategies for practice educators to 

support students’ learning on placement. The PLUS Framework identifies the value of 

practice educators reflecting on their own theory-to-practice links to enable them to make 

intuitive decisions explicit as they articulate and model their own use of theory in practice 

(Dancza et al., 2021).  

A scoping review by Miller and Roberts (2020) identified visual representations such 

as tools, models and frameworks as useful in representing core concepts of discipline-specific 

knowledge linked to practice. Publications in this scoping review similarly identified the use 

of visual representations of reasoning and theory use (Copley et al., 2011; Copley et al., 

2010; Dancza et al., 2016; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Hanson, 2013a; Towns & Ashby, 2014) 

and occupational therapy conceptual models as options to support students to understand or 

use theory in their practice (Bergner, 2018; Dancza & Rodger, 2018; Vermaak & Nel, 2016). 

However, literature is limited on how they could be incorporated into the conscious design of 

educational methods used on placements.  

 

Practice Educators’ Learning 

Although not included in the remit of this study, it is important to note that practice 

educators’ reasoning and decision making is also influenced by personal theory, described as 

“personally held ideas” that influence the way we practice (Fish & Boniface, 2012, p. 17). 

The continuously evolving nature of theoretical knowledge use in practice, prompted by 

review and reflection, together with the use of personal theories, means that the way in which 

practice educators use theory in their practice is not static. Becoming a practice educator has 

been proposed as a way to reconnect with contemporary theory and, in turn, enhance the 
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focus on occupation in one’s practice (Gillen & Greber, 2014). Learning about theory use in 

practice can occur simultaneously and collaboratively between practice educators and 

students, with mutually beneficial outcomes for learning and practice. Practice educators 

learning about, developing, and consciously sharing their theory use could, at least in part, 

address the dissonance reported by students by helping students to bring together their 

university-based theory learning with their experience of theory use in practice during 

placements. 

 

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

Scoping reviews aim to summarise and disseminate the range and nature of current 

literature (including peer reviewed and non-peer reviewed publications) rather than make 

evidence-based recommendations (Levac et. al. 2010). A broad range of publications have 

been included without quality appraisal as this is not considered within the remit of a scoping 

review (Arksey & O’Malley, 2015).  

While some information was absent in the selected publications (e.g. definitions and 

discussion about the nature of occupation), it is acknowledged that this knowledge is present 

in occupational therapy literature outside of the selected publications. However, the absence 

of clearly stated information about the nature of theory within occupational therapy practice 

education literature signifies a limited focus on important professional concepts in the 

practice education context. 

This scoping review has identified ways in which different types of theory are 

described and used in a practice education context. Future research is needed to support the 

development of educational methods that provide structured approaches to integrate the use 

of related knowledge with discipline-specific knowledge within an occupational framework.  
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Conclusion  

During practice education, theory is used which is derived from within the profession 

(discipline-specific knowledge), outside of the profession (related knowledge) and related to 

learning and teaching (educational knowledge). While these are distinct forms of knowledge, 

they need to be clearly defined and meaningfully integrated to support theory informed 

practice. Educational methods need to be developed to offer principles as a foundational 

platform to structure students’ thinking about theoretical knowledge used in practice. Practice 

educators having an awareness of their own use of theory in practice is a useful first step and 

can lead to supporting students to connect practice-based experiences with university-based 

learning. Students can develop more complex reasoning processes as they progress from 

novices to more advanced learners. Practice education provokes both practice educators and 

students to reflect on the use of theoretical knowledge in practice, the learning outcomes of 

which are symbiotic for student and educator. This reflection and learning can help 

strengthen practitioners’ rationale for, and use of, integrated theoretical knowledge that 

supports occupation-centred practice. 

 

Key Points for Occupational Therapy 

• Theory use in practice could be developed using recognized terms and examples in 

practice and in the literature of how discipline- specific and related knowledge are 

integrated. 

• Practice educators explicating theory use in their own practice could support students 

to connect university- based learning with practice-based experiences. 

• Educational theory can inform structured educational methods which support practice 

educators and students to use theory in practice education within an occupational 

framework. 
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