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Abstract 

Objective: The objective of this study was to examine how entry-level graduate occupational 

therapy (OT) students incorporate strategies to manage occupational balance, or a person’s 

combination of activities in self-care, work, and leisure. 

Methods:  Grounded theory methodology was used to develop a theory of the occupational 

balance of entry-level graduate OT students. Twenty-six students were recruited using 

convenience and maximum variation sampling. Open-ended interviews were conducted through 

videoconferencing. Data analysis through constant comparison of transcripts, field notes, and 

memos consisted of open, axial, process, and selective coding. A storyline narrative with 

diagrams displayed relationships among concepts while providing evidence to support 

inductively derived theoretical propositional statements.  

Results:  Students in OT programs progressed through a continuous cycle of three phases of 

occupational balance during graduate school: occupational balance, balance disruptions, and 

return to occupational balance. A disruption in occupational balance resulted in students 

implementing strategies to return to occupational balance. Strategies included developing an 

individualized plan for organization, sharing experiences with cohort peers, and scheduling time 

for self-care. Internal contexts, including personal values, and external contexts, including 

COVID-19, shaped students’ use of strategies to manage an occupational balance disruption. 

Conclusions: Entry-level students in OT described cyclical phases of occupational balance 

experienced throughout the graduate program. The specific contexts, such as COVID-19 

externally and personal values internally, influenced the occupational balance cycle and the 

strategies for return to occupational balance.  

Keywords: occupational balance, graduate school, occupational therapy student 
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Entry-Level Occupational Therapy Student Perceptions of Occupational Balance in 

Graduate School: A Qualitative Study  

The transition from undergraduate to graduate school presents new challenges for 

students pursuing careers in the health professions (Govender et al., 2015). These challenges 

require exploration and integration of coping strategies while developing profession-specific 

practice skills (Govender et al., 2015). Graduate students report high-stress levels resulting from 

balancing academic requirements with financial and personal obligations (Myers et al., 2012; 

Pfeifer et al., 2008; Rummell, 2015; Willyard, 2012). Researchers who investigate student stress 

often focus on medical students and those in allied health professions other than occupational 

therapy (OT) (Enns et al., 2018; Myers et al., 2012). The literature lacks studies regarding the 

stress that entry-level OT graduate students experienced compared to the stress of students in 

other health profession programs (Govender et al., 2015; Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018; 

McCombie et al., 2016).  

Graduate students may experience a lack of occupational balance in daily activities due to 

high academic demands in entry-level professional programs (Porath & Rosenblum, 2019). 

Students often reported spending more time in educational activities than self-care, work, or 

leisure pursuits (Porath & Rosenblum, 2019). Pfeifer et al. (2008) discovered that entry-level OT 

graduate students struggled with balancing academics, family life, and employment. Malek-

Ismail and Krajnik (2018) found that when entry-level OT graduate students took time for leisure 

activities or socialization, they perceived feelings of guilt and reported fear of falling behind.  

Occupations are the “daily life activities in which people engage” (American 

Occupational Therapy Association [AOTA], 2014, p. S6). Students who experience stress due to 

lack of balance between academic responsibilities and personal life may be more prone to stress 
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once acculturated into the OT profession. According to Costa (2018), a strong factor 

predisposing occupational therapists to burnout is the feeling of work infringing on home life. 

Workplace employee health initiatives are more mainstream due to a surge in mental health 

disorders, preventable diseases, and symptoms of burnout, such as decreased quality of life and 

poor work performance (Mattke et al., 2013; Page et al., 2014). The movement toward a 

healthier workforce led to a plethora of studies on well-being that include conceptual 

understandings of the meaning of balance in a person’s life.  

Wilcock et al. (1997) introduced the term occupational balance and described the 

association between occupational balance and health. Occupational balance is instrumental to 

mental and physical health and feelings of well-being and life satisfaction (Wagman et al., 

2012a). In contrast, authors state occupational imbalance causes fatigue, feelings of stress, and 

negative thought patterns (Christiansen, 2007; Yazdani et al., 2018). Occupational therapists 

typically refer to occupational balance as a healthy mix of activities in the self-care, work, and 

leisure categories of occupation (AOTA, 2014).  

Problem Statement 

The perfectionistic traits common in entry-level OT graduate students (Wagner & 

Causey-Upton, 2017), combined with their reported difficulty achieving occupational balance, 

place students at risk for burnout before they enter the profession. Professional burnout can 

manifest in physical, emotional, and behavioral symptoms (Costa, 2018). Occupational therapists 

who enter the profession demonstrating behaviors consistent with burnout are at a higher risk for 

mental and physical health problems (Costa, 2018; Poulsen et al., 2014). Burnout may manifest 

early in a therapist’s career if the person is not equipped with self-care practices to help cope 

with the high demands of a career focused on helping others (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Faculty 
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should consider incorporating occupational balance in entry-level graduate programs and should 

demonstrate behaviors consistent with occupational balance to equip students for managing 

stress in the workplace and for avoiding burnout once assimilated into the profession. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to examine how entry-level graduate students in OT 

incorporate strategies to manage occupational balance in their role as students. The researcher 

inductively developed a theoretical explanation of the strategies students incorporated to achieve 

occupational balance and how these approaches evolved when students experienced a life role 

change while in the entry-level graduate program. The researcher also studied strategies students 

used to manage the student role during different semesters of the OT program.  

Research Questions 

 The researcher sought to address the following research question and sub-questions:  

• How do entry-level students in OT incorporate strategies to manage occupational balance 

in their role as a student in the graduate program?  

o What are the differences in the occupational balance strategies of OT students 

who report high, medium, and low occupational balance?  

o What happens to the way entry-level OT graduate students manage occupational 

balance when they experience a change in the expectations of their student role or 

other life roles?  

o For entry-level graduate students in different semesters of the OT program, how 

do the strategies for managing the student role change? 

Significance of the Study 

The findings from this research, along with the theory presented, may improve 
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understanding for both faculty and students of the challenges to occupational balance that entry-

level OT graduate students experience. These challenges the OT students experience during the 

entry-level graduate program may lead to disruptions in occupational balance and future 

problems of career burnout unless the student successfully negotiates these challenges. 

Additionally, an explanation regarding the achievement of occupational balance may assist 

faculty with designing curricula, providing guidance, and developing social supports that 

encourage the use of occupational balance strategies as students transition to and complete an 

entry-level graduate program in OT. Quality of life may improve as a result of remaining in 

occupational balance throughout the time in the entry-level OT graduate program, which could 

lead to richer educational experiences for students. Most importantly, graduates from entry-level 

OT programs may be better equipped with the knowledge and skills to recognize and avoid 

burnout as practicing occupational therapists.  

Literature Review 

Erlandsson and Christiansen (2015) defined balance as making adjustments or changes in 

an attempt to find equilibrium within a system (p. 118). Incorporating balance into life to achieve 

a sense of satisfaction is a concept foundational to the profession of OT. This researcher 

reviewed literature about balance and occupational balance theories for this section. The 

researcher suggested burnout among occupational therapists is a possible result of disruption in 

occupational balance. Finally, a summary is provided of the literature about occupational balance 

and strategies to improve this balance for entry-level OT graduate students.  

Researchers identified common conceptual components of occupational balance 

(Backman, 2004; Wagman et al., 2012a; Wilcock et al., 1997). Occupational balance is the 

contentment a person possesses concerning time spent in self-care, work, and leisure occupations 
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(AOTA, 2014; Backman, 2004; Wagman et al., 2012a; Wilcock et al., 1997). Yazdani et al. 

(2018) noted that occupations should have meaning to the person and be directly related to a 

person’s necessary and preferred occupational roles. Yazdani et al. (2018) conducted a 

qualitative study of nine occupational therapists concluding that three components of “doing” 

should be considered when evaluating life balance: the person performing the occupation, the 

occupation itself, and the context in which the person is completing the occupation (p. 295). The 

value a person assigns to an occupation may differ from that of another person performing the 

same occupation (Backman, 2004). This individualized perception of occupations adds to the 

complexity of the concept of occupational balance and exemplifies the need to investigate each 

person’s balance across all their occupations occurring in multiple contexts (AOTA, 2014; 

Backman, 2004; Yazdani et al., 2018).  

Meyer (1922) discussed the importance of balancing work and play in determining a 

person’s self-worth. Wilcock et al. (1997) investigated the connection between health and living 

a balanced life. The researchers introduced the term occupational balance and defined it as a 

balance of occupations in the physical, mental, social, and rest categories of occupation (Wilcock 

et al., 1997). Wilcock et al. (1997) also determined that optimal occupational balance differs 

among people. Christiansen (2007) postulated that occupations need to provide a sense of 

purpose in life for a person to thrive and show resilience. A person achieves this sense of purpose 

through participation in a variety of self-selected occupations that are intrinsically meaningful to 

them (Westhorp, 2003). Each day, the chosen occupations may fluctuate depending on 

“environmental demands, skill development, and motivation” (Westhorp, 2003, p. 103).  

Occupational balance positively impacts overall physical health and feelings of well-

being (Eriksson et al., 2011; Pettican & Prior, 2011; Wagman et al., 2012b). Pentland and 
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McColl (2009) found balance to occur when a person participates in occupations that are 

meaningful and congruent with personal values, as well as meets the contextual demands on the 

person. A person must engage in occupations that help fulfill all life roles to report a sense of 

balance (Pentland & McColl, 2009). A mismatch between a person’s desired and actual 

occupations increases the potential for physical and mental health problems to arise (Matuska & 

Barrett, 2019). These mismatches can occur due to unexpected changes or disruptions to a 

person’s occupational pattern (Erlandsson & Håkansson, 2009). For example, increased demands 

at work may require a person to spend more time on work tasks and less on family obligations 

(Erlandsson & Håkansson, 2009). Problems in occupational balance results in reports of 

exhaustion, increased stress levels, and negative thought patterns (Christiansen, 2007; Yazdani et 

al., 2018), which may lead to feelings of burnout, especially in helping professionals, such as 

occupational therapists (Costa, 2018; Janus et al., 2018; Poulsen et al., 2014).  

Professional Burnout Among Occupational Therapists 

Reports of workplace burnout are prevalent, which led to the inclusion of the term 

occupational burnout in the newest revision of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-

11) (World Health Organization, 2019). In a Swedish study of health professionals, including 

occupational therapists, Wagman et al. (2017) found 98.7% of participants reported they were 

highly satisfied with the meaningfulness of their daily work serving others. In contrast, 

participants were dissatisfied with the amount of time available to dedicate to “rest and recovery” 

(Wagman et al., 2017, pg. 21). A career helping others regain independence can be intrinsically 

rewarding; however, if a person does not receive adequate respite, continually giving of the self 

may lead to stress and professional burnout (Janus et al., 2018; Poulsen et al., 2014). 

Occupational therapists spend most of their time assisting clients with various limitations to daily 
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functioning, leaving very little time for self-preservation (Janus et al., 2018). 

Poulsen et al. (2014) found strong correlations of burnout with occupational therapists' 

perceptions regarding a high workload, an inability to detach from work when at home, and 

longevity in the profession between six and ten years. Similarly, Wressle and Samuelsson (2014) 

reported work-related stress among occupational therapists primarily from high workloads and 

less time allotted for personalized client care and attention. Warning signs of stress and burnout 

included fatigue, irritability, callousness, and diminished work attendance or performance 

(Costa, 2018). The results of these studies may lead to the conclusion that entry-level graduate 

students who experience challenges to occupational balance while enrolled in an OT program 

most likely will experience increased levels of stress and may begin to show signs of burnout 

before entering their professional careers.  

In 2008, the Institute for Healthcare Improvement introduced the Triple Aim of 

Healthcare to promote high-quality healthcare standards in the US (Berwick et al., 2008). The 

authors of the Triple Aim focused on the improvement necessary to advance the healthcare 

experience, address the overall health of populations, and reduce the cost of healthcare (Berwick 

et al., 2008). Bodenheimer and Sinsky (2014) and Sikka et al. (2015) proposed the addition of a 

fourth aim that involved improving the lives of the healthcare provider. 

A move to a more business-centered healthcare model may have contributed to increasing 

burnout among healthcare workers because organizational leaders focus on productivity and 

efficiency rather than the needs and wants of the client (Sikka et al., 2015). Advocates of the 

fourth aim highlight that healthcare workers who display behaviors consistent with work 

satisfaction demonstrate characteristics of teamwork, job engagement, and an improved ability to 

achieve the Triple Aim (Bodenheimer & Sinsky, 2014; Sikka et al., 2015). Graduates from entry-



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   14 
  
 

level OT programs who possess self-care practices to identify characteristics of burnout and who 

can integrate adaptive coping strategies may risk less burnout when encountering the daily 

challenges of employment as occupational therapists (Bodenheimer & Sinsky, 2014; Sikka et al., 

2015).  

Theories of Balance 

An emerging trend in organizations across the US is a focus on employee wellness 

(Mattke et al., 2013; Page et al., 2014). The emphasis on employee well-being results from 

escalating mental health conditions and preventable diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease 

(Mattke et al., 2013; Page et al., 2014). Administrators are integrating wellness programs into 

employee benefit packages in the attempt to offset the costs of preventable health conditions, 

improve the quality of life of employees, limit absenteeism, and thus, increase productivity 

(Benavides & David, 2010). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2019) 

provides resources to help companies establish programs to improve employee quality of life and 

make positive improvements to modifiable health risks. This nationwide movement towards a 

healthier workforce prompted researchers to investigate the meaning and importance of balance 

in a person’s life. Researchers interchangeably use the terms life balance, work-life balance, and 

occupational balance. 

Definitions of the terms work-life balance, life balance, and occupational balance are 

similar in the literature. Rummell (2015) and Sirgy and Lee (2018) described work-life balance 

as an equilibrium among the time allocated for work or school-related and professional activities 

and the time dedicated to all other life roles. The increased stress that results from a 

disproportionate amount of time spent in work, school, and professional activities leads to 

decreased overall life satisfaction, unethical decision making, increased symptoms of job 
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burnout, and reduced attention to personal health (Rummell, 2015; Sirgy & Lee, 2018). Rummell 

(2015) found that the stress level related to problems in work-life or school-life balance was 

more pronounced in students enrolled in graduate psychology programs during their first or 

second year in a program. The author stated that students might not have adequate time to learn 

appropriate coping mechanisms and described the need for further research in this area 

(Rummell, 2015).  

 Researchers, including in the literature specific to OT, used the terms occupational 

balance and life balance interchangeably. For this reason, identifying specific theories of 

occupational balance proved difficult. Many researchers (Enns et al., 2018; Malek-Ismail & 

Krajnik, 2018; Myers et al., 2012; Rummell, 2015; Willyard, 2012) characterized life balance as 

similar to occupational balance. Veenhoven (2009) defined life balance as a combination of 

lifestyle choices that produce the most happiness over time (p. 35). Matuska (2010) stated if a 

person meets their basic needs, regardless of the specific occupation, the person will feel they 

achieved life balance and contentment with life (Matuska, 2010). Matuska and Christiansen 

(2008) defined a balanced lifestyle similarly but added that the occupation must be “sustainable 

within the context of his or her current life circumstances” (p. 11). 

Westhorp (2003) described balance as engagement in a variety of chosen occupations that 

are meaningful to the person and promote “health and well-being” (p.103). The balance of 

occupations is unique to each person but should include “mental, physical, social, emotional, and 

spiritual occupations” (Westhorp, 2003, p. 104). Anaby et al. (2010b) explained that 

occupational balance includes all areas of life – personal, work, and leisure. The authors 

investigated how people find balance among different activities in life, such as “learning, 

playing, socializing, etc.” (p. 82). They also indicated balance is subjective and based upon a 
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person’s satisfaction with the chosen occupations (Anaby et al., 2010b).  

Wilcock and Hocking (2015) theorized that occupational balance encompasses life-

balance and work-life balance. The authors stated that occupational balance is a complex concept 

that can refer to individual people and populations (Wilcock & Hocking, 2015). Additionally, 

Wilcock and Hocking (2015) postulated that occupational balance fluctuates and depends on the 

circumstances and the environments where engagement in occupation occurs. Balance occurs 

when “basic human needs are met and supported through a total configuration of occupation over 

time” (Wilcock & Hocking, 2015, p. 309).  

Occupational Balance in Entry-Level Graduate School 

Researchers (Enns et al., 2018; Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018; Myers et al., 2012; 

Rummell, 2015; Willyard, 2012) described the transitions of students enrolled in healthcare 

programs from undergraduate to entry-level graduate programs, including information about the 

level of stress students reported during their tenure in an entry-level professional graduate 

program. Entry-level graduate programs typically are year-round and require completion of up to 

15 credit hours a semester in addition to mandatory fieldwork or clinical experiences (“How 

Much Time Per Week,” 2017). Multiple studies included reports from students about heightened 

stress levels while earning a graduate degree as the result of spending more than 50 hours per 

week in academic-related activities combined with ongoing personal and financial obligations 

(Myers et al., 2012; Pfeifer et al., 2008; Rummell, 2015; Sirgy & Lee, 2018; Willyard, 2012).  

In addition to the financial and time constraints that accompany enrollment in a graduate 

program, students who enter a graduate program directly after earning a bachelor’s degree often 

have to delay personal interests, such as getting married and having children, to focus efforts on 

academic pursuits (Benshoff et al., 2015; Di Pierro, 2010). Students who return to graduate 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   17 
  
 

school after a hiatus or in preparation for a second career may be encumbered with caring for a 

child or an aging parent or supporting a family while financing their education (Di Pierro, 2010). 

Although researchers have investigated stress and coping in graduate students, most studies are 

from the social sciences, not OT (Enns et al., 2018; Myers et al., 2012). One exception is Malek-

Ismail and Krajnik (2018), who investigated balance among students enrolled in entry-level OT 

graduate programs during the first semester. Although a definition of balance did not emerge 

from this study, Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) found students perceived challenges to 

occupational balance at the beginning of the first semester of graduate school, with the 

perception of balance fluctuating throughout the first semester. The continuous rebalancing (p.8) 

described in the research findings was dependent on social support, course workload, 

expectations of faculty, and each student’s level of self-determination (p. 13) (Malek-Ismail & 

Krajnik, 2018). 

High academic demands combined with a lack of time to adequately complete all 

requirements may decrease occupational balance among students in entry-level healthcare 

programs (Watkins et al., 2011). El-Ghoroury et al. (2012) surveyed students in graduate 

psychology programs to identify barriers to wellness. The researchers reported that 59% of the 

students identified poor work-school life balance and indicated this lack of balance disrupted 

their ability to function (El-Ghoroury et al., 2012). Rummell (2015) stated that students enrolled 

in graduate psychology programs reported dissatisfaction with the lack of importance placed on 

self-care in their educational programs and suggested an increased emphasis on self-care should 

occur throughout graduate school.  

Admittance into entry-level OT graduate programs is competitive, with less than 20% of 

applicants accepted in 2017 (Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education 
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[ACOTE], 2018). Wagner and Causey-Upton (2017) reported that students accepted into these 

programs demonstrated high achieving behaviors and perfectionistic traits. These researchers 

found that students who identified as perfectionists reported a lack of exercise and limited time 

for eating and socializing due to the way they budgeted out-of-class time for academic 

coursework (Wagner & Causey-Upton, 2017). Students in entry-level OT graduate programs 

reported increased stress related to managing coursework, social relationships, and financial 

obligations (Govender et al., 2015; Pfeifer et al., 2008). Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) 

conducted a qualitative study with 33 students in the first semester of an entry-level OT graduate 

program. The authors (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018) indicated that students described a “cycle 

of adjustment” (p. 7) when transitioning to graduate school. They (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 

2018) further identified the overarching theme of “turbulence and rebalancing” (p. 7) as 

indicative of the first semester of the entry-level OT graduate program. 

Strategies for Obtaining Occupational Balance in Entry-Level Graduate School 

 Researchers investigated the lack of life balance with students from medicine, athletic 

training, and nursing (Aufricht et al. 2019; Barrett et al., 2016; Cino, 2016; Schmidt & Hansson, 

2018) but did not identify strategies to manage a disruption to occupational balance. Results of 

studies from the profession of OT included strategies students employ to manage stress, but 

researchers did not discern the effect of these strategies on the achievement of occupational 

balance (Govender et al., 2015; McCombie et al., 2016).  

 Cino (2016) advocated the importance of teaching self-reflection as a component in the 

nursing curriculum to help students find balance in life. The author discussed the importance of 

self-awareness in leading a healthy life (Cino, 2016). By increasing self-awareness, students 

improved their ability to identify stressors and use personal coping strategies, thus improving 
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mental health to a level associated with a more balanced life. Specific suggestions for improving 

student mental health included scheduling mind-body activities and quality time with spouses 

and children. Cino (2016) also identified the importance of prioritizing healthy habits, such as 

sleep, proper nutrition, and exercise, to improve overall life balance (Cino, 2016). In the form of 

an accountability partner, peer support assisted participants with adhering to their established 

self-care plan and improving perceived life balance (Cino, 2016).  

 Schmidt and Hansson (2018) completed a systematic review of the literature, combining 

the results of studies investigating the well-being of doctoral students. The researchers found that 

students reported the necessity of using coping strategies to manage stress to achieve physical 

and mental health (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018). Schmidt and Hansson’s (2018) review addressed 

recommendations to improve well-being in doctoral students that included the use of social 

support networks, planned academic and personal activities to ensure adequate time, and 

engagement in an exercise program.  

Aufricht et al. (2019) provided suggestions for medical students to improve satisfaction 

with work-life balance and to avoid burnout while in graduate school. The authors proposed 

improving student-to-student and faculty-to-student communication and developing a support 

group or mentoring program for students (Aufrict et al., 2019). Another recommendation was for 

working professionals to meet with students and discuss the identification of early warning signs 

of burnout (Aufrict et al., 2019).  

Barrett et al. (2016) used qualitative methodology to investigate the perceptions of 

students in athletic training programs regarding their preceptor’s ability to maintain a work-life 

balance. Students observed that preceptors implemented strategies to improve work-life balance, 

which included setting priorities, asking for assistance from co-workers to manage work 
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demands, and sharing familial responsibilities with a supportive partner (Barrett et al., 2016). 

Students reported feelings of “hope” (p. 116) when faculty and preceptors modeled these 

behaviors that demonstrated the possibility for achieving work-life balance as a working 

professional (Barrett et al., 2016).  

Another outcome Barrett et al. (2016) reported was the importance of faculty mentoring 

students to improve their awareness of “workplace expectations” (p. 116) and to suggest methods 

to integrate work-life balance principles into life as a student. Tompkins et al. (2016) found 

students who perceived faculty support were more likely to report satisfaction with their graduate 

program and life in general while in graduate school. Students who believed they had support 

from faculty advisors and had a clear understanding of expectations reported fewer symptoms of 

burnout and increased satisfaction during their tenure in a graduate program (Clark et al., 2009; 

Myers et al., 2012; Rummell, 2015).  

Haertl (2008) described the learning process as a partnership between the educator and 

the student, enhanced by effective communication that included building trust and incorporating 

student-centered adaptations to meet course learning objectives. In a study of 2,279 graduate 

students, Evans et al. (2018) identified a strong negative relationship between faculty supportive 

mentoring and the rate of depression and anxiety among students. Rummell (2015) surveyed 

students in graduate psychology programs and discovered 44% reported faculty placed too little 

emphasis on self-care, with 18% of the participants suggesting their program needed to foster a 

deeper connection between faculty and students.  

Instructors in academic programs primarily focus on teaching discipline-specific 

knowledge students will need once they embark on their professional careers (Di Pierro, 2010). 

Graduate classrooms include a mix of students who enter directly after earning an undergraduate 
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degree and students returning to graduate school after a hiatus (Di Pierro, 2010). Often, the 

returning students manage issues, such as financial obligations, but also may be engaged in the 

role of parent to a child or caregiver to an aging adult (Di Pierro, 2010). These contextual 

circumstances outside of the academic realm may prove too much for students to manage on 

their own (Di Pierro, 2010); thus, assistance from a faculty mentor may be necessary to ensure 

student success.  

A dearth of literature exists specific to perceptions of interactions between OT faculty 

and students enrolled in entry-level OT graduate programs. Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) 

found that students perceived that instructors in entry-level OT graduate programs taught content 

too quickly and deliberately planned for multiple assignments to be due concurrently. These 

factors led students to question the concepts of occupational balance and health that academic 

programs integrate throughout the coursework for becoming an occupational therapist. In 

addition, the students perceived the faculty did not practice the concepts they were teaching 

(Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018).  

Measuring Occupational Balance 

A search of the literature produced three methods of measuring occupational balance 

(Anaby et al., 2010a; Dur et al., 2014; Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b). Anaby et al. (2010a) 

proposed definitions of occupational balance and imbalance as the patterns among a person’s 

daily occupations. Balance is a “state of harmony or congruence across a person’s occupations,” 

and imbalance is “perceived disharmony, lack of fit, or interference among occupations” (Anaby 

et al., 2010a, p. 281). The authors (Anaby et al., 2010a) used the Cross Impact Matrix (CIM) 

(Little, 1984) and the Intergoal Relations Questionnaire (IRQ) (Riediger & Freund, 2004) to 

measure the contextual factors impacting balance and the resultant satisfaction with a person’s 
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life. The authors also used two subjective measures of well-being (Anaby et al., 2010a), The 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985) and The Positive and Negative Affect Scales 

(Watson et al., 1988). They reported inconclusive findings with no correlations between the CIM 

(Little, 1984) and reported well-being (Anaby et al., 2010a). Anaby et al. (2010a) found the IRQ 

(Riediger & Freund, 2004) to be useful in identifying conflicting occupations. The authors 

defined conflicting occupations as those that take resources (e.g., time, money, and energy) away 

from pursuing another desired occupation (Anaby et al., 2010a). The authors recommended 

further research about the topic of conflicting occupations as their sample size was small (Anaby 

et al., 2010a).  

Dur et al. (2014) defined occupational balance as an academically defined construct 

lacking a relationship “to the experiences of ‘real’ people” (p. 2). The authors (Dur et al., 2014) 

further explained that definitions occupational therapists developed are from researchers’ 

perspectives rather than from those who receive OT services. Dur et al. (2014) did not propose a 

definition of occupational balance but developed a tool, called The Occupational Balance-

Questionnaire (OB-Quest), through a qualitative study of healthy people and people diagnosed 

with an autoimmune disease. Based on the qualitative data obtained and a quantitative 

examination of the scale's internal consistency, Dur et al. (2014) developed the final 10-item 

questionnaire. The final version of the OB-Quest addressed seven components of occupational 

balance, four of which were not measured by other instruments (Dur et al., 2014). The four 

components unique to the OB-Quest were: “challenging and relaxing activities, involvement in 

stressful activities and fewer stressing activities, the impact of health conditions on activities, and 

adaptation of activities to changed living conditions” (Dur et al., 2014, p. 6).  

Initially, Dur et al. (2014) discovered low internal consistency of the OB-Quest. The 
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researchers separated several of the original components of the OB-Quest, which improved 

internal consistency (Dur et al., 2014). For example, the item “challenging and relaxing 

activities” was eliminated and replaced with “too much demand” and “too little demand” (Dur et 

al., 2014, p. 5). “Adaptation of activities to changed living conditions” was replaced with two 

items (Dur et al., 2014, p. 5) to differentiate balance differences when a person experienced a 

change in a state of health compared to a change in professional life or employment status (Dur 

et al., 2014, p. 6). Lastly, the researchers divided the rest and sleep component into two separate 

items (Dur et al., 2014, p. 5). After dividing these components of the OB-Quest, they (Dur et al., 

2014) reported that the improved internal consistency challenged the unidimensional concept of 

occupational balance (p. 6) and concluded occupational balance is “multidimensional” (Dur et 

al., 2014, p. 6). Dur et al. (2014) also emphasized that researchers have not investigated 

occupational balance sufficiently and suggested further research to determine whether 

occupational balance is a continuum or whether balanced and unbalanced are separate constructs 

(Dur et al., 2014).  

  Wagman and Håkansson (2014b) defined occupational balance as a four-part concept 

focusing on “the variation in the occupational pattern, the amount of each occupation as well as 

the total number of occupations in relation to the available resources, and the meaningfulness in 

the occupations” (p. 228). The authors (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b) originally developed the 

Occupational Balance Questionnaire (OBQ) as a 13-item outcome measure. Information from 

focus groups provided data for the conceptual development of the instrument. The groups 

included women diagnosed with stress-related disorders and working men and women 

categorized as healthy (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b). The researchers combined the results of 

the focus group data with information from a concept analysis of occupational balance to 
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develop the final 13-item questionnaire (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b).  

 Yu et al. (2018) used the OBQ, the 36-item Short Form Survey, version 2 (SF-36v2) 

(Ware, 2000), and a 10-item version of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) (Ezzati et al., 2014) 

to investigate relationships among occupational balance, stress, and well-being. The researchers 

reported a positive relationship between occupational balance and robust mental health and well-

being. A significant negative correlation (r = -.72, p = .0001) was found between OBQ and PSS-

10 scores, but OBQ scores were significantly and positively correlated (r = .65, p = .001) with 

SF-36v2 Mental Component Scores (Yu et al., 2018, p. 122).  

 Researchers developed measures of occupational balance (Anaby et al., 2010a; Dur et al., 

2014; Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b) even though occupational balance is a complex construct 

that depends on the situational context (Anaby et al., 2010a; Dur et al., 2014; Wagman & 

Håkansson, 2014b). Although many authors explored occupational balance (Backman, 2004; 

Wagman et al., 2012a; Wilcock et al., 1997; Yazdani et al., 2018), definitions of occupational 

balance are varied and seem similar to other terms, such as life-balance. The original OBQ 

demonstrated favorable psychometric properties, but the authors recommended further studies to 

examine construct validity (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b, p. 230). 

 Håkansson et al. (2020) published the results of construct validity testing of the original 

OBQ. Participants in the study were general residents of Sweden. Testing occurred in two 

groups. The first group responded to the original 13-item OBQ. Results suggested participants 

could not adequately differentiate among the six response categories (Håkansson et al., 2020, p. 

444). Based upon these results, the researchers decreased the number of response categories from 

six to four. The second sample responded to the questionnaire using the revised version of the 

OBQ. The results demonstrated good reliability of the new response categories with a Person 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   25 
  
 

separation index of 0.92 (Håkansson et al., 2020). Two of the thirteen items revealed a problem 

with the ability to discriminate responses, and therefore the researchers removed these items. The 

present study included the resulting 11-item OBQ (OBQ11) with four responses categories.  

 The present researcher's study addressed several gaps identified in the literature. The first 

is that most of the authors in the literature used the terms life-balance and occupational balance 

synonymously, and many researchers from the OT literature used the term life-balance (Matuska 

& Christiansen, 2009). Another gap noted is that researchers have not applied theories of 

occupational balance to entry-level OT graduate students. The researcher conducted the present 

study to explore entry-level OT graduate students’ occupational balance and examine how entry-

level OT students' experiences in a graduate program promoted or inhibited occupational 

balance. A theory of occupational balance was inductively derived to explain how some students 

find occupational balance, even under challenging circumstances, but others experience 

difficulty achieving occupational balance when encountering similar challenges. Lastly, this 

study addressed a gap in knowledge of effective strategies students in entry-level OT graduate 

programs use to achieve occupational balance. Understanding this information can help OT 

educators guide their entry-level students in developing practices that will foster occupational 

balance while in the graduate student role. Identifying effective methods to achieve occupational 

balance may equip OT students with the ability to continue using the strategies as entry-level 

practitioners and decrease the chance of burnout as an occupational therapist.  

Methods 

Study Design 

 The researcher used a grounded theory approach to design this study and address the lack 

of evidence regarding how entry-level OT students define and achieve occupational balance 
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amid challenges encountered in graduate school. According to Corbin and Strauss (2015), 

researchers use data from grounded theory research to develop theoretical explanations of 

concepts that provide alternative perspectives. Information obtained through a grounded theory 

study can describe experiences that can help people develop a deeper understanding of a 

situation and effective methods to respond to it (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Grounded theory is a 

methodology that researchers employ to examine a problem from a new viewpoint and to 

understand how different people approach a similar circumstance in different ways (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015).  

 The researcher of the present study did not find a theory in the literature to explain how 

some students in entry-level OT graduate programs find occupational balance but others 

experience difficulty, even when encountering similar circumstances. Given the utility of the 

grounded theory approach in providing a theoretical explanation of everyday phenomena (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2015), it was an appropriate methodology for studying occupational balance in entry-

level OT graduate students. Before initiating the study procedures, the researcher obtained 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the University of Indianapolis and Walsh 

University. 

Participants 

The researcher sampled participants in two phases. The researcher recruited participants 

through purposeful sampling to obtain a preliminary sample of entry-level OT graduate students 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The initial sample was a sample of convenience and included students 

in their second year of the full-time master of occupational therapy (MOT) program at the 

researcher’s institution. 
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  The researcher sought a more heterogeneous sample using maximum variation sampling 

once the researcher analyzed the data and developed initial categories of data (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Maximum variation sampling consisted of entry-level OT graduate students from other 

universities in any year of study in their program. The researcher recruited students from entry-

level master and entry-level doctoral OT programs for the second sampling. The researcher 

secured additional participants until no new concepts resulted from data analysis, and no 

established categories could be further developed (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 The researcher included only participants currently enrolled in entry-level OT graduate 

programs in this study. The researcher excluded participants who were enrolled part-time in an 

entry-level OT graduate program or who did not speak English.  

Setting  

 The researcher recruited a purposeful sample from a small Catholic university in the 

Midwest. The institution offers nine graduate programs, including a MOT program. Each cohort 

in the MOT program ranged between 32 and 36 students. Students enrolled in the MOT program 

on a full-time basis represented all regions of the US; however, a majority were local to the area. 

Maximum variation sampling included entry-level OT graduate students from other universities 

in the Midwest at various points in their academic journey.  

Procedures 

Recruitment 

The researcher included students in the second year of their program in the initial 

purposeful sample because the researcher no longer evaluated students in courses. Due to the 

researcher’s current role as the program director, the researcher planned to refer any student 
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issues of the research participants that arose to the school's dean for action; however, no issues 

developed during the study timeframe.  

The researcher utilized SurveyMonkey® during the recruitment phase. SurveyMonkey® is 

programmed to use multifactor authentication to access data, including complex password 

protection procedures (2020). SurveyMonkey® staff include trained data security personnel who 

oversee network and system data (SurveyMonkey®, 2020). They conduct regular internal and 

external penetration tests and, based on results, make security modifications as indicated 

(SurveyMonkey®, 2020). SurveyMonkey® (2020) is programmed to encrypt all data, including 

backups, to maintain confidentiality.  

The researcher initially recruited participants for this study via an email sent to students 

in the second year of the MOT program. SurveyMonkey® was programmed to enable participants 

to proceed to the OBQ11 (P. Wagman, personal communication, May 11, 2020) (See instrument 

section for details). The researcher also included a link at the end of the survey to a Google 

calendar appointment page (Google, 2020) so the participants could schedule a virtual meeting 

for the first interview. Before each scheduled interview, the researcher sent a reminder through 

the Google calendar site of the interview date and time to the participants (Google, 2020).  

Instrument 

The OBQ11 (P. Wagman, personal communication, May 11, 2020) is an 11 item self-

report questionnaire with a four-step ordinal scale, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. Wagman and Håkansson (2014b) indicated the questionnaire may be analyzed on an item 

level or as a summed score with a higher rating indicating higher occupational balance (p. 228). 

The original researchers assigned a zero to the lowest response category and a three to the 

highest response category. Therefore, the highest score possible using this instrument was 33. 
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Wagman and Håkansson (2014b) determined content validity for the original OBQ using 

a content validity index, finding the instrument had a score of 0.90, indicating “good content 

validity” (p. 228). Internal consistency was tested with a sample of 67 participants (Wagman & 

Håkansson, 2014b), with Cronbach’s alpha 0.936, indicating good internal consistency (Wagman 

& Håkansson, 2014b). The authors did not detect a floor or ceiling effect; however, construct 

validity needed further analysis (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b).  

After conducting a study (n = 168) to assess internal construct validity, Håkansson et al. 

(2020) revised the original OBQ, removing two items and decreasing response categories from a 

six to a four-point Likert scale. The revised tool, the OBQ11, did not demonstrate any floor 

effects and had a small ceiling effect of 3% (n = 6) (Håkansson et al., 2020, p. 445). In addition, 

Håkansson et al. (2020) demonstrated the OBQ11 measures occupational balance less precisely 

at the extreme levels of occupational balance (p. 446). The authors also concluded that the 

OBQ11 might indicate a lower level of occupational balance than what exists for a person 

(Håkansson et al., 2020, p. 447).  

 The researcher used the resulting OBQ11 (P. Wagman, personal communication, May 

11, 2020) in the present study. Occupational balance was defined as high, medium, or low using 

the OBQ11 with 11 items and four response categories (Håkansson et al., 2020). The researcher 

assigned numbers to each response category using the same method as the developers of the 

OBQ (Håkansson et al., 2020). For this study, the researcher defined high occupational balance 

as a score greater than or equal to 24, medium occupational balance as a score greater than or 

equal to 18 but less than 24, and low occupational balance as a score less than 18. The researcher 

developed these groups of occupational balance scores using IBM SPSS (Version 26) software to 

select the best way to group the data into categories most congruent with their qualitative 
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responses during the data collection process. 

 The developers of the OBQ11 have not published the questionnaire for use; therefore, the 

researcher contacted the developers for a copy of the questionnaire and to obtain written 

permission to use the questionnaire in this study (P. Wagman, personal communication, May 11, 

2020).  

Data Collection  

The researcher collected data through one-on-one Zoom© (https://zoom.us/) video 

interviews with each participant in a quiet environment conducive to audio recording to comply 

with COVID-19 pandemic guidance. The researcher incorporated a guide to facilitate the initial 

participant interview (Creswell & Poth, 2018); however, the initial interview was unstructured, 

using open-ended questions to provide participants an opportunity to speak openly about their 

experiences. The researcher developed the questions, and experts from the University of 

Indianapolis Doctor of Health Science program reviewed them and recommended revisions. The 

researcher revised the questions as suggested. See Appendix A for the interview guide. 

The researcher recorded video interviews through Zoom© computer software that 

encrypts recordings with password protection (Zoom© Security Guide, 2019). The researcher 

also audio recorded the video interviews using a password-protected cellular phone. The 

researcher documented field notes during all interviews. The interviews lasted an average of 49 

minutes. Interviews continued until conceptual saturation was achieved (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015). The researcher interviewed each participant at least one time.  

Through theoretical sampling, the researcher identified participants for additional 

interviews.  Subsequent interviews were conducted with four participants to reach saturation and 

allow member checking to ensure trustworthiness (Krefting, 1991). The researcher did not utilize 
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an interview guide for subsequent interviews; however, focused open-ended questions required 

to obtain theoretical saturation were derived from ongoing analysis of the data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015). In addition to open-ended questions, the researcher used contrast questions 

(Spradley, 2016) for the successive interviews. Specific contrast questions consisted of rating 

questions, which compelled participants to rate, in order of effectiveness, methods of achieving 

occupational balance; dyadic contrast questions which asked participants to identify differences 

between two existing codes; and contrast set sorting questions, which encouraged participants to 

share how they perceived specific categories and codes to be similar or different (Spradley, 

2016). 

  The researcher documented in a reflective journal throughout data collection and data 

analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The journal included personal 

thoughts about students’ ability to achieve occupational balance to guide further interview 

questions in subsequent interviews. The reflective journal also served as an audit trail to 

document the process of decision-making throughout data analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Additionally, new thoughts or ideas that arose during the process were recorded in the journal to 

assist in the data analysis.  

Data Management and Analysis  

Information the researcher received from SurveyMonkey® in URL format was 

maintained in a folder on the researcher’s computer separate from any other data to ensure 

confidentiality. The researcher used password protection on the computer. The researcher deleted 

all URLs from the computer upon completion of the study.  

 The researcher deleted audio recordings on the cellular phone per IRB protocols. The 

researcher uploaded audio recordings from Zoom© to the researcher’s password-protected 
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computer following each interview. The researcher used multiple features of Zoom© to ensure 

information security, including encryption requiring a session key so only the researcher could 

access the audio files (Zoom© Security Guide, 2019). The researcher transcribed all interviews 

from the Zoom© audio files within one week of conducting the interviews to create a verbatim 

transcription and assigned each participant a code to de-identify the transcript (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).  

 The researcher reviewed each transcript within a week and sent a copy through e-mail 

for each respective participant to review for accuracy. The researcher asked participants to 

respond via e-mail to confirm the accuracy or to suggest revisions. After verifying the accuracy 

of each transcript, the researcher reviewed each again to gain an overall perception of the content 

before completing any coding processes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Once the researcher completed 

this process, the researcher completed open coding of all transcripts using constant comparative 

analysis to compare the codes across transcripts (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Volstedt & Rezat, 

2019). The researcher then organized common codes together to shape the initial categories of 

data (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Draucker et al., 2007; Volstedt & Rezat, 2019).  

 After the researcher established preliminary categories, the researcher used theoretical 

data sampling to identify students for subsequent interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The 

researcher identified five students from the convenience sample for a second interview. Four 

responded and engaged in open card sorting using the program Proven By Users 

(provenbyusers.com) to determine whether the researcher’s preliminary interpretation of the data 

aligned with the student’s interpretation (Spradley, 2016). The researcher entered the preliminary 

codes into the Proven By Users program and asked students to group the codes into categories. 

After completing the card sorting, the researcher contacted the participant and conducted a 
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second video interview. Subsequent interviews provided additional information about repeated 

patterns in the data and categories that appeared crucial to the developing theory (Draucker et al., 

2007). After maximum variation sampling, the researcher e-mailed five participants requesting a 

second interview; however, no one responded to the request. The researcher, however, 

established credibility through other methods involving maximum variation sampling, 

triangulation of data sources, and member checking of initial transcript accuracy (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Krefting, 1991; Letts et al., 2007). The researcher also used 

a reflective journal to document thinking throughout the study as well as explained outliers in the 

data to ensure consideration of participant views (Krefting, 1991; Letts et al., 2007).  

The researcher used the axial coding paradigm of Corbin and Strauss (2015) to relate 

“causal conditions, context, intervening conditions, action/interaction strategies, and 

consequences” of the phenomenon of occupational balance (Volstedt & Rezat, 2019, p. 88). The 

axial coding phase involved constant comparative analysis to compare codes among transcripts 

and to reveal similarities and differences (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Volstedt & Rezat, 2019). The 

researcher grouped similar codes under a common word or phrase or category and added 

subsequent evidence to support the groupings the researcher discovered (Corbin & Strauss, 

2015). By relating the data to the paradigm constructs, a deeper understanding of occupational 

balance occurred, and the researcher discovered new associations essential for theory 

development (Volstedt & Rezat, 2019).  

The researcher incorporated total summed ratings from the OBQ11 (P. Wagman, 

personal communication, May 11, 2020) into categories of high, medium, and low occupational 

balance to compare and contrast the strategies the participants utilized to maintain or return to 

occupational balance. A storyline developed based on the evolving categories using definitional 
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and hypothetical statements (Birks et al., 2009). Definitional statements explained the categories 

of data, and hypothetical or propositional statements explained relationships among categories 

(Birks et al., 2009, p. 407). The researcher continued to return to the storyline to ensure evidence 

from the data supported propositional statements and concepts within the storyline to further 

develop the theory.  

The storyline was adjusted accordingly when data were not supportive (Birks et al., 

2009). The categories originally developed in open coding and analyzed through axial coding 

were revised during the selective coding process to shape the evolving theory. The researcher 

noted outliers in the data that the emerging theory had not addressed (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; 

Volstedt & Rezat, 2019). The researcher expanded and further explained categories during 

selective coding to integrate the outliers into the emerging theory (Volstedt & Rezat, 2019), 

thereby improving the validity or the accuracy of the theory. To determine whether the 

categories that developed during axial coding fit with all of the other categories, the researcher 

asked questions, such as “what is the research all about?” and “what seems to be going on here?” 

(Volstedt & Rezat, 2019, p. 89).  

 The researcher discovered situational “actions or interactional strategies” through the 

process coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 283) that emerged as possible steps or phases the 

entry-level OT graduate students employed to achieve occupational balance. Based on the 

evolving theory and additional questions that repeatedly surfaced during data analysis, the 

researcher conducted additional interviews with the participants until conceptual saturation 

occurred (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Corbin and Strauss (2015) defined conceptual saturation as 

the point where the researcher believes there is adequate data to describe each category fully, 

accurately represent the storyline, account for outliers, and identify gaps in the data (pp. 407-
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410).  

Member checking occurred in the axial and selective coding phases. The researcher asked 

participants to review the evolving theory looking for gaps and any misinterpretations (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). The researcher shared the participant’s interview transcripts, the results of the 

coding process, and the storyline to obtain feedback about the evolving theory (Volstedt & 

Rezat, 2019). For example, the researcher integrated contrast questions and card sorting 

(Spradley, 2016) to determine whether the participant's interpretation of the codes was congruent 

with the researcher’s interpretation. The request for member checking returned a 73% (19/26) 

response rate for initial interview transcript checking and a 40% (4/10) response rate for coding 

and storyline checking. The researcher sent three e-mails to participants who did not respond, 

requesting participation with member checking. The lack of response presents a threat to 

credibility; however, the researcher established credibility through other methods discussed in 

the study rigor section.  

The researcher set up an online card sort for member checking, using the Proven By 

Users site, and sent a link to each participant with a unique URL to complete the activity (Proven 

By Users, 2020). The researcher completed the card sort analysis immediately in the software 

using the groups view in the program that sorted the codes into the categories the students 

developed (Proven By Users, 2020). The researcher compared her preliminary categories to the 

student-generated categories and used the similarities and differences to develop contrast 

questions for the second interview. The researcher then scheduled a second interview with 

participants to ask contrast questions and record any additional information the participants 

wished to add after reading the data or engaging in card sorting. Once the researcher completed 

the second interviews, the researcher re-coded the data using open coding and constant 
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comparative analysis to compare the codes across interviews and with those previously 

established (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Volstedt & Rezat, 2019). The researcher then organized 

common codes together to create new categories of data and compared the new codes to the 

previously established codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Draucker et al., 2007; Volstedt & Rezat, 

2019).  

The researcher organized codes identified and supporting participant quotes in a 

codebook for open coding, diagrams to display the relationship of codes to categories, axial 

coding tables, memos, storyline memos, and process visuals resulting from all interviews 

(Buckley & Waring, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The researcher used memoing to develop 

concepts from the raw data and attempted to link the concepts through statements of possible 

theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In addition, the researcher used an audit trail to document the 

researcher’s thought processes regarding the development of codes and theory construction 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Lastly, the researcher developed multiple visual representations of the 

evolving categories and theory to explain the relationship of the codes to each other (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015).  

The researcher communicated with a data analysis expert from the University of 

Indianapolis, who has extensive qualitative research and data analysis background throughout the 

data collection and analysis process. The researcher and data analysis expert scheduled virtual 

meetings as needed to review the data collection and the open, axial, and selective coding 

processes during data collection. At the point of analysis where the researcher believed adequate 

codes and categories existed to finalize a theory, the researcher collaborated with the data 

analysis expert to determine the thoroughness of the analysis and identify any gaps or problems 

with integration (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  
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Once the data analysis expert was satisfied with the internal consistency and logic of the 

completed processes, the researcher used the guidelines of Corbin and Strauss (2015) to begin 

theory finalization. First, the researcher analyzed the theory for any discrepancy in the logic or 

problems with how the concepts fit together (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The researcher examined 

the data categories to ensure they were thoroughly defined and consisted of variability to ensure 

saturation (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Next, the researcher reviewed portions of the theory deemed 

to be lacking solid support and integrated additional data supporting the categories to strengthen 

the theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Finally, the researcher disclosed factors that may limit the 

theory's applicability and disclosed areas for future study (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).  

Study Rigor 

The researcher established credibility through maximum variation sampling, continually 

recruiting new subjects to interview and attempting to re-interview subjects as needed to allow 

for data saturation (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Krefting, 1991). The researcher triangulated data 

sources by recruiting participants from different universities at different points in the entry-level 

OT graduate education process (Krefting, 1991). The researcher incorporated member checking 

to ensure the accuracy of the information and increase the study's credibility (Creswell & Poth, 

2018; Krefting, 1991; Letts et al., 2007). The researcher engaged in reflexivity using a journal to 

document the thinking throughout the study (Krefting, 1991; Letts et al., 2007). Lastly, the 

researcher explained any outliers in the data through refinement of the developed theory, thereby 

ensuring incorporation of all participants’ views (Krefting, 1991). 

To address transferability, the researcher described the sample while protecting 

confidentiality and provided information about the context of the study in detail (Krefting, 1991; 

Letts et al., 2007). Member checking strategies also determined whether the data were 
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representative of all members of the sample (Krefting, 1991). The researcher implemented an 

audit trail to increase the dependability of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Krefting, 1991; 

Letts et al., 2007). The researcher utilized Krefting’s (1991) re-coding procedure of waiting for 

some time before returning to the data and then re-coding, adding information from the 

participant card sorting interviews that verified codes and categories. This coding-recoding 

process helped ensure the codes were representative of the data and the participants’ experience, 

thus increasing dependability (Krefting, 1991). 

The researcher addressed confirmability using reflective journaling to identify and fully 

account for researcher bias (Letts et al., 2007). Triangulation of data across participants and 

interviews confirmed the conclusions (Krefting, 1991). A data analysis expert from the 

University of Indianapolis audited the coding and theory development process to ensure the 

researcher used proper procedures and clearly defined steps (Krefting, 1991; Letts et al., 2007).  

Results 

 The sample size of 26 students resulted from convenience and maximum variation 

sampling. Sample characteristics are described in aggregate to maintain participant 

confidentiality. Twenty-four females and two males comprised the sample. The convenience 

sample consisted of thirteen students in their fourth semester of the program and the last didactic 

semester before level II fieldwork. Participants in the convenience sample were students from a 

post-baccalaureate entry-level MOT program.  

 The maximum variation sample consisted of 13 students, 10 in an entry-level master 

program and three in an entry-level doctoral program. Five students were in the first year of 

entry-level graduate school, and one student was in the middle of the program. Five students 
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were in the last semester of didactic classwork before level II fieldwork, and two were in the 

final year of doctoral work.  

Overview of Findings  

 The following results address the main research question and three sub-questions. For the 

main research question, How do entry-level students in OT incorporate strategies to manage 

occupational balance in their role as a student in the graduate program?, the results from the 

data analysis demonstrated that students progressed through three phases of occupational 

balance. The three phases are depicted in Figure 1 and include: occupational balance, balance 

disruptions, and return to occupational balance. Once a student experienced a disruption to 

occupational balance, the student needed to identify the disruption. Some students self-identified 

disruptions, but others received input that helped them recognize changes in their occupational 

balance. Students then had to desire a return to balance to be motivated to implement a strategy 

to achieve balance. Examples of strategies students integrated to achieve occupational balance 

included developing an individualized plan for organizing school work, sharing experiences with 

cohort peers, and scheduling time for self-care.  

  The first sub-question, What are the differences in the occupational balance strategies of 

entry-level OT graduate students who report high, medium, and low occupational balance?, 

resulted in the data analysis revealing that most students reported feeling they were 

occupationally balanced even though their scores spanned across all occupational balance levels. 

See Table 1. As shown in Table 2, students in the high occupational balance category used more 

strategies for returning to occupational balance following a disruption than students in the 

medium and low categories. All students reported using trial and error to determine which 

strategy to use in novel situations, such as beginning a new course, experiencing a different style 
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of instruction, or taking a class online for the first time. Over time in the entry-level OT graduate 

program, all students indicated they learned to use information from past disruptions to help 

return to occupational balance following a similar disruption. 

 For the second sub-question, What happens to the way entry-level OT graduate students 

manage occupational balance when they experience a change in the expectations of their student 

role or other life roles?, data analysis indicated that at different points throughout the entry-level 

OT graduate program, students encountered people, policies, changes in roles and expectations, 

or events that led to a disruption in occupational balance. Figure 2 displays the various internal 

and external contexts that influenced student occupational balance. These contexts interact in 

dynamic ways (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The arrows on the diagram indicate this dynamic 

interaction. Each contextual layer influences the other layers in an ever-changing sequence of 

actions and interactions. 

 As described in Figure 2, values and previous life experiences influenced how the 

students viewed a situation and formulated a reaction. Internal to their academic program, faculty 

and program peer interactions influenced whether an entry-level OT graduate student remained 

in a state of occupational balance when faced with challenges or whether a student experienced a 

disruption to occupational balance. Program policies, such as professional and academic 

standards, and university structure, such as semester length, also contributed to a student’s 

occupational balance. The availability of external support systems, such as family members and 

peers external to graduate school, also influenced students’ reaction to stressors and their ability 

to return to occupational balance after a disruption. Lastly, external circumstances, such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic, led to disruptions in occupational balance.  
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 For the third sub-question, For entry-level graduate students in different semesters of the 

OT program, how do the strategies for managing the student role change?, data analysis 

demonstrated that occupational balance of students in entry-level OT graduate programs 

occurred under various conditions as noted in Figure 2. Students developed and integrated 

distinctive strategies for managing occupational balance disruptions during different periods of 

the entry-level OT graduate program. During the initial transition to graduate school, students 

experimented with more strategies to mitigate the disruption to occupational balance than they 

did in subsequent semesters. The first semester in an entry-level graduate program was 

overwhelming to most students. Not only were students beginning a new program, but they also 

had few, if any, friends and did not have any experience with the rigor of entry-level OT 

graduate school.   

Students in entry-level OT graduate programs developed knowledge of specific strategies 

to use when they experienced a disruption to occupational balance in subsequent semesters. By 

incorporating previous successful strategies, students could move back into occupational balance 

quicker than they did in the first semester. See Figure 1. An exception was the changes 

experienced from the COVID-19 pandemic, which created a disruption to occupational balance 

that students did not recover from quickly. Students equated the changes to the student role 

experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as courses moving to an online format, to 

changes the students experienced during the initial transition to entry-level OT graduate school. 

The disruption that ensued required students to reexamine their strategies to return to 

occupational balance and, in some instances, to develop new strategies for this novel situation. 

  Most of the OT students reported feeling they were occupationally balanced by the time 

they completed the entry-level graduate program. They learned how to integrate strategies, such 
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as sharing experiences with cohort peers, developing methods of organizing school work, and 

making time for self-care. Rather than wait for a disruption to occur, as they did at the beginning 

of the entry-level OT graduate program, students were proactive in employing strategies to 

continuously improve occupational balance and, therefore, experienced fewer occupational 

balance disruptions.  

 How Do Entry-Level Students in OT Incorporate Strategies to Manage Occupational 

Balance in Their Role as a Student in the Graduate Program?  

 To address the main research question, entry-level OT graduate students first discussed 

the meaning of occupational balance and the importance of identifying an occupational balance 

disruption in their lives. Students also discussed various strategies to assist in returning to 

occupational balance following a disruption.  

The Meaning of Occupational Balance is Expressed Through Personal Values and Past Life 

Experience 

 Students in the entry-level OT programs first discussed the meaning of occupational 

balance in their lives as graduate students. All students appeared to have their own understanding 

of the term. Life experiences and personal values informed each student’s description of the 

meaning of occupational balance in life.  

 Student Life Experiences Provide Them a Perspective of Occupational Balance. 

Students' life experiences in entry-level OT graduate programs influenced the meaning of 

occupational balance. Students whose caregivers provided schedules for them when they were 

younger understood time management and recognized the importance of optimizing time in 

entry-level OT graduate school. One student helped with the family’s business and the care of a 

grandfather.  
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 I think in terms of time management … because at home … growing up … the way our 

 household is, I wake up and my grandfather has like a strict schedule that he has to follow 

 that we would  have to follow for him in terms of like food and stuff. It’s our business 

 too, we had like a motel. … So I feel like in terms of, like, time management, it comes 

 from a lot of that like growing up like them. (Interview 15, p. 12) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student expressed being more prepared for the workload 

required in a graduate program compared to some peers. The student enrolled in heavy course 

loads during the last two years of undergraduate education to graduate a year early. This 

experience helped with preparation to manage the intense academic requirements.  

 I think that for the most part I did make that transition easier than most of my peers … 

 [because] I have taken over 20 credit hours for the last two years of undergrad. … I knew 

 I wanted to come to grad school, so I was going to do five years instead of six. So I've 

 kind of been prepping in the workload sense. (Interview 13, p. 13) 

 Other entry-level OT graduate students played competitive sports in the past. When 

dividing time between academics and sports, an imposed structure and an efficient use of limited 

time were necessary. Students reported they capitalized on the organizational and time 

management skills learned in the past when they transitioned to entry-level OT graduate school. 

One student explained, 

 From my undergrad experience being a bio major, and I played volleyball, so my time 

 management skills are like impeccable. I like to pride myself on that because I’ve learned 

 how, like okay, I have 15 minutes, let’s finish this assignment and submit it. … I don’t 

 use my 15 minutes to just like sit on my phone or something. (Interview 9, p. 3) 
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Another entry-level OT graduate student, a past student-athlete, easily integrated the coursework 

into a daily routine. In addition, the student was accustomed to a full schedule with the ability to 

use free time better to complete academic work when busy playing sports, working at a job, or 

engaging in other activities. The student described using time efficiently as follows,   

 I think from having an experience as being a student-athlete in college like where I felt 

 like my whole day was just like jam-packed, and … I didn’t have a lot of free time to be 

 like, hmm …like should I do this right now? … I was more productive with my time 

 when it was more structured. … Where like if I have more free time … I think I’ll be able 

 to focus so much more energy on school, but I think when I have a job or something else 

 going on, that forces me to use that open time to catch up on assignments and stuff. 

 (Interview 21, p. 4) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student reported a structured life throughout growing up due 

to engagement in athletics. However, once entering graduate school, a sport no longer distracted 

from academics; the student consequently studied more during free time. Although the student 

indicated a reluctance to obtain a job, the added structure improved the student’s study habits 

providing a finite time to complete homework.   

 All my life has been so structured. Like my entire life, I played multiple sports. … as well 

 as school. … This summer was the first time I didn’t have like soccer … to like be doing. 

 … I was just doing school. … and I was like, yeah, I need something else to like keep me 

 busy doing something. And while I kind of ... still wish I wasn’t doing it [working a paid 

 job] as much as I was doing it this summer, it was definitely out of necessity to like have 

 something else to do. (Interview 10, p. 12)  
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 Another entry-level OT graduate student reported taking a year off to work in a job 

related to OT. The experience made the student more prepared for the expectations of graduate 

school.  

 Most kids … went to undergrad at my school so they're a little younger than me and 

 they're fresh out of undergrad where … I’m a little older. … I took a year off and like 

 worked as a caregiver. … Now I feel like I have a bit better understanding of how like a 

 grad program would work as opposed to undergrad (Interview 14, p. 9). 

 Student Personal Values Assist Students in Maintaining Occupational Balance. 

Students in entry-level OT graduate programs also described how personal values contributed to 

the meaning of occupational balance. For example, one student reported that family instilled the 

value of making time for self-care; therefore, self-care was essential for occupational balance.  

 In … my early years of undergrad, I … did a poor job of that self-care and it affected me 

 in a lot of ways. But, … as I like experienced stuff and talked to people … it just matured 

 me. … I … developed a different way of thinking. … I've come from a home that was 

 like, you know, it doesn't matter how much money you have, or it doesn't matter you 

 know how many friends, you think you have. …If you don't take care of like yourself 

 first and you know the inside. If you don't develop that, you're going to always be 

 lacking. (Interview 1, p. 10) 

 Multiple entry-level OT graduate students mentioned the value of time as contributing to 

the meaning of occupational balance. Some students explained occupational balance as an 

equilibrium of time divided among academics, self-care activities, and friends and family. One 

student reported satisfaction with occupational balance.  
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 I would say it’s [life] balanced … cuz I feel like I have time to … go to the gym and then 

 like go kind of do things that I want to do to with doing school and stuff too. (Interview 

 15, p. 13) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student explained how they spent free time positively 

influenced the perception of occupational balance. The student discussed the importance of time 

to engage in desired activities beyond academics. The freedom to spend free time in non-

academic activities, such as reading or listening to music, was crucial to the student.  

 [Balance is] just like doing something that I want to do … to truly have time where it’s 

 like I can do whatever I want for the next, like 10 hours on a Saturday, or something like 

 that. I really, really feel better like, if I can read a book for 30 minutes before I go to bed, 

 or even just any time in the day. …self-care, going for those walks, listening to music, 

 calling friends and family. (Interview 24, p. 14)  

 Another entry-level OT graduate student reported an internal push to earn high grades 

throughout earlier school years, creating a challenge for coping if receiving a lower grade in 

graduate school. This diminished threshold for accepting an undesirable grade caused disruptions 

to occupational balance while in the entry-level OT graduate program. “It was just me like 

pushing myself, and like I freaked out. … I did average. And I was like, I just, I don't do average. 

I don't like average" (Interview 10, p. 7).  

  A firm understanding of values helped one entry-level OT graduate student make the 

difficult decision to postpone graduation to focus on personal health while planning for the birth 

of a first child.  

 I’m like adding … expecting a child and that whole role demand and transition and 

 everything. I’ve actually decided to postpone my graduation … because I wasn’t 
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 managing my time very well, and … finding self-care time didn’t exist. … And having to 

 make a really hard decision to say, I have to take time off, I have to say no to this thing 

 [entry-level graduate school] that I’ve been working towards, in order to take care of 

 myself. (Interview 22, p. 7)   

 Postponing Occupational Balance for a Temporary Disruption is Acceptable. Some 

entry-level OT graduate students agreed that a disruption in occupational balance was a certainty 

in graduate school, but the disruption was acceptable because it was temporary. One entry-level 

OT graduate student expressed thoughts about the short-term high demands of academic work as 

worthwhile to achieve the goal of becoming an occupational therapist. The student adjusted the 

weekly work schedule to meet coursework demands. 

 Aside from like relationships and family, school is probably the most important thing to 

 me right now. Just because I know it’s temporary, and I mean, it’s shaping the rest of my 

 life right now. … So if I have a huge assignment and I can only work two hours a day [at 

 paid employment] this week I will work more next week or something. So I make 

 everything else flexible. (Interview 13, p. 15) 

 Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student discussed the necessity to devote as 

much time as possible to studying in graduate school, explaining time for leisure would come 

after graduation. “If the opportunity is there, why wouldn’t I take it to better my grades, because 

there’s always going to be time to read for leisure later, but I am in school now for a year and a 

half” (Interview 26, p. 8). 

 One entry-level OT graduate student expressed thoughts about the future as an 

occupational therapist helped motivation. Envisioning the future, working one job, and having 

free time to enjoy chosen activities made the amount of time spent studying worthwhile.  
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 I know 100% that I work too much. And that’s academic work and work work. But again, 

 it’s a short term, temporary sacrifice for eventually, I’ll have a big girl job, and I won’t 

 have to work a part-time job, and I will come home, and I’ll be able to just like join a 

 formal running club or go to like a class that I really enjoy. But for the moment, it’s very 

 much like a short-term sacrifice for long-term gain for me. (Interview 26, p. 14) 

Occupational Balance Disruptions Can be Identified  

 Entry-level OT graduate students reported the importance of understanding when they 

were experiencing a disruption to occupational balance so they could act to regain a sense of 

balance. Most students were able to identify aspects of their behavior that indicated a disruption. 

Other students reported peers or family members helped them identify when they needed to 

integrate a strategy to regain occupational balance.  

 Students Self-Identify Disruptions to Occupational Balance. All entry-level OT 

students acknowledged a disruption to occupational balance during their graduate education. 

Some recognized the disruption while it occurred; others identified the disruption when they 

reflected on an event or a specific time period. One entry-level OT graduate student realized a 

lack of occupational balance occurred after the first two semesters. The student reported the 

decision to study during free time, including weekends, resulted in reduced socialization with 

friends. The student explained the strategy to complete academic work increased stress.  

I definitely prioritized school first and second semester more than anything, and I felt I 

didn't have time for social life. I wasn't seeing my friends. The first semester, I'd go home 

Friday, but I'd be doing homework all day Friday. Saturday I’d spend studying…I wasn't 

hanging out with my friends; that just stressed me out. (Interview 5, p. 6)  
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One entry-level OT graduate student reported engaging in academic tasks nonstop during the 

first semester. The student indicated completion of schoolwork rather than management of self-

care needs resulted in a decline in health.  

 In the first semester, I would do basically school all the time. I gained quite a bit of 

 weight … because I didn't really take a lot of time for myself, or I would just get 

 something that was really easy to eat … so that I could only do school. (Interview 13, p. 

 15)  

 One entry-level OT graduate student described an inability to concentrate during class, 

which the student thought was normal, and initially attempted to manage alone. However, after 

confiding in a physician, the student initiated a plan to remedy the problem.  

 I'd sit in class, and all I could focus on was like the homework that I needed to do, or the 

 work that I needed to do for work [paid employment]. And I'd sit there and spiral and 

 completely zone out of class and it was something that like I silently dealt with and 

 thought it was normal and I went to my doctor finally, and she was like yeah that's not 

 normal. (Interview 3, p. 15) 

Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student reported an inability to focus indicated an 

occupational balance disruption. For example, after studying, the student discovered the lack of 

recall of the content reviewed. The student recognized that time engaging in an activity outside 

of academics improved attention with schoolwork.  

 Past a certain time of like me like staring at my notes I'm just like, I'm not retaining 

 anything. … So … I'd be like nothing's getting done so I might as well do something I 

 like until I'm in a better state of mind. (Interview 2, p. 8) 
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 One entry-level OT graduate student described experiencing moments of anxiety and 

self-doubt, which contributed to the realization of the need to take breaks from studying to 

engage in something outside of academics. "I think I just kind of came to it [knowing I need to 

take breaks] because I just like, like, well, I mean, had a couple of like freak out moments like 

where I was just like panicking. I was like, I can't do this" (Interview 8, p. 7). Another entry-level 

OT student also reported a mental and physical response to stress during graduate school. The 

student reported heightened anxiety with the increased workload that resulted in an inability to 

sleep. The student explained,  

 I get very overwhelmed … when I know I have like a lot I need to do. And if I can't get it 

 all done … I get very anxious and then it's like, all I can think about. And then I can't shut 

 off and then it's hard to sleep. Usually I don't sleep that well if I… have like a huge test or 

 something I don't sleep well at night. (Interview 5, p. 11) 

 Other entry-level OT graduate students reported disengagement from social situations 

signaled an interruption in their occupational balance. For example, one student typically 

accepted social invitations from peers. When the student declined an invitation, the student 

reflected and assessed the situation. Out of character behavior indicated the need to change the 

situation.   

 I also noticed it in like the social aspects of like if somebody invites me to something, and 

 I pass it up, and I’m continuously passing it up or saying no I’m too busy. I sit back… 

 [because] I’m not that type of person who would say that kind of thing. (Interview 22, p. 

 14)  

 One entry-level OT graduate student attempted to participate in social events during the 

first semester of the graduate program but focused on the homework waiting rather than enjoying 
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the situation. “I wasn't really enjoying myself [first semester] because I was thinking about 

things that … were going to be due and stuff" (Interview 4, p. 9). Similarly, another entry-level 

OT graduate student reported a desire to engage in self-care activities but instead spent the time 

thinking about academics. “I wanted to take time for myself. But when I would take time, all I 

could do was think about school. Like I should be doing this, I have an assignment, like I could 

never actually relax and turn my mind off" (Interview 7, p. 4).  

 One entry-level OT graduate student described feeling guilty with less than perfect 

performance on an assignment or exam during the first semester. The student perceived a lack of 

trying to succeed when not engaging in academics constantly.  

 I felt guilty if I wasn't working on homework the first semester because I realized like 

 sometimes if I didn't get you know, that 100% on a test, like I could have put more time 

 in or studied more, or worked on an assignment. …I felt like I wasn't doing my best if I 

 wasn't working nonstop. (Interview 13, p. 4) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student reported taking time to watch a movie with roommates 

or to go for a walk during the week. Spending time in these self-care activities provoked feelings 

of guilt at times, but the student recognized this time as necessary for self-care and productivity 

and did not compromise the self-care time.  

 During the week I sometimes feel guilty about like hanging out with my roommates … 

 when maybe I could be doing something more like productive. What is productive? … 

 Because people would say watching a movie and taking care of yourself is productive. … 

 I definitely have felt like guilty … but in the end I’m always happy that I chose to like 

 take care of myself. (Interview 20, p. 12)        
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  Fluctuations in occupational balance throughout the graduate program helped one entry-

level OT student learn to recognize a disruption to occupational balance. In addition, the 

preferred feelings elicited when in occupational balance motivated the student to take steps to 

remain in a state of occupational balance.  

 I know what balance feels like, and I value that, and I think going through those seasons 

 of … balance versus no balance, when I get to the places where I’m not, I have a lot more 

 insight or self-awareness, to be like, something's not right, I need to make changes. … 

 Knowing what balance feels like … makes me want to be more balanced. (Interview 22, 

 p. 14)   

 Other entry-level graduate students reported the OT program helped them recognize 

challenges to occupational balance in their lives and to develop a plan to remedy these 

challenges. For example, one student valued and desired exercise but did not take the time to 

follow through with regular exercising. Completing a life balance inventory as a course 

requirement provided insight to restart an exercise program. 

 We did a … life balance inventory, and that made me realize some things that I wasn't 

 making time for … working out. That was something I had completely abandoned the first 

 semester, and I really wanted to … make the time for that because if I didn't I would just 

 spend all of my time reading, and I don't think I would have ever stopped for a break. So I 

 started to do that [work out]. (Interview 11, p. 7) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student was in the same program and completed the same 

occupational balance assignment. The results helped the student make changes that improved 

occupational balance throughout the remainder of the time in the entry-level OT graduate 

program.   
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 I’d say it's much more balanced now (fourth semester) than at the very beginning of the 

 program. Um, some of that I think is having to do with actually like taking a life balance 

 inventory, and seeing what is balanced and unbalanced and where I need to improve. 

 (Interview 4, p. 11)  

 Other People in a Student’s Life Can Identify Disruptions to Occupational Balance. 

Some entry-level OT graduate students indicated they did not realize a disruption to occupational 

balance due to schoolwork until other people suggested the possibility. For example, a video chat 

with a father who was inquiring about the week’s activities led one student to reflect on present 

study habits. The student indicated studying as the only activity of the week. “And my dad was 

like, you do realize that not every single person in this program is sitting home studying like 

every second? Like, you need to do something other than studying. You're going to be 

miserable” (Interview 6, p. 11). As the student began talking to peers, the student discovered 

other students were not spending as much time on academics. Instead, they were engaging in 

activities outside of studying.  

 When I talked to other people …they weren't like, oh, I just studied like all weekend, I 

 didn't do anything. And then I started to think about, like, what did I used to do like in 

 undergrad? … I used to go to the gym. I used to go with my friends … on the weekends. I 

 used to go to the football games [and] basketball games. … And now … I'm basically just 

 studying all the time. (Interview 6, p. 11)  

Simultaneously, the entry-level OT graduate student analyzed the impact on mental and physical 

well-being from the extended periods spent studying and concluded changes were necessary. 

“When I got here, I didn't do any physical activity. … I barely was like making time for like 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   54 
  
 

eating and socializing … and I realized how … mentally draining and exhausted I was” 

(Interview 6, p. 10). 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student experienced panic attacks several times a week 

during the first semester of graduate school. “I was having panic attacks at least five times a 

week. And curling up in my bed… and like sobbing, and so just wasn't productive and I wasn't 

happy” (Interview 3, p. 6). Finally, the student’s mother suggested the student was working too 

hard in the entry-level OT graduate program and was risking the student’s health as a result. “I 

had some very serious conversations with my mom about how you can't fill someone else's 

glass up when your glass is empty” (Interview 3, p. 6).  

 One entry-level OT graduate student reported setting high personal expectations but was 

not meeting the desired academic goals. “My parents [were] like there's nothing wrong with 

sometimes … being average … it's okay. And they're the ones who are kind of more like stop 

being so hard on yourself” (Interview 10, p. 7). Moving home during the COVID-19 pandemic 

provided the student with a new perspective on the situation. The student explained,  

      I think living with them [parents] this summer was … one of the best things for me 

 because they'd be like, you need to take a break from the computer. Like go get dinner. 

 Go do something. You need see your friends. What are you doing? Stop doing 

 homework. (Interview 10, p. 7) 

Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student’s spouse suggested the need to prioritize time 

based on personal values rather than compromise self-care to spend more time on academics. 

My husband's … a PhD student, too, so he understands the graduate level, understands 

 the demand. … But he's huge in just … taking a step back and saying hey I don't think 

 you're doing well. You need to evaluate this. … Don't you have this value of self-care? I 
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 haven't seen you … read a book. I’ve seen you work until like 11 pm and you would 

 never do that before … you would have stopped work at 7 pm. (Interview 22, p. 8) 

Students Implement Strategies to Return to Occupational Balance  

 Most disruptions to occupational balance appeared to occur during the first-semester 

transition to graduate school, but students reported fluctuations in occupational balance across 

the entire entry-level OT program experience. Students identified adaptation strategies, 

experiences, new thought processes, and support systems that helped them regain a sense of 

occupational balance throughout their time in entry-level OT graduate school. Students reported 

using various strategies depending on their current circumstances and past experiences. 

 Students in OT Adapted Methods for Learning to Improve Their Effectiveness and 

Efficiency. When a disruption occurred, entry-level OT graduate students described the 

development of strategies to help them adapt to the novelty of their situation. One student 

explained the need to develop different study habits because previous methods were no longer 

adequate for the OT graduate program requirements.  

 Once I got into graduate school, it was, it was a whole new ballgame. I had to retrain 

 myself on different study habits and really breaking down content each day, making sure 

 that I was focusing on things long term so that I could fully understand the process and 

 be able to apply them. (Interview 3, p. 6)   

 Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student learned to employ more effective 

study habits to filter essential unfamiliar concepts. For example, the student used study time 

learning novel information rather than repeatedly reviewing information already learned. 

 Even if I knew a topic, I was spending all the time reading every single word of every 

 single chapter. … I would like go through and highlight, and then I go through and take 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   56 
  
 

 notes. … And like I was spending a lot of time looking at the same information and … it 

 was sticking with me, but not because I was looking at it, the four times, like I just had 

 already known it. And so I like I got into better methods of highlighting less, writing 

 down only like new information, things I didn't know, more important information. 

 (Interview 10, p. 4)  

Another entry-level OT student indicated finding a way to organize school work was crucial to 

success in graduate school.   

 I know people in the class who color code every single thing we have to do and… that’s 

 overwhelming to me. And I know people who don’t write anything down in the program 

 and they’re still killing it. So just finding that that medium or finding that mode of kinda 

 tracking information. (Interview 1, p. 5) 

 Entry-level OT students reported taking advantage of situational factors to help improve 

their occupational balance during their time in graduate school. For example, several students 

reported the benefits of a weekday without class to complete the assignments for the current 

week or start the course work for the upcoming week. One entry-level OT graduate student 

devoted a day off to catch up on school work, engage in self-care, or socialize with friends.  

 Fridays we don't have class. So usually in morning on Friday I do some of the 

 assignments that are due during the week so I can prepare and maybe not have to spend 

 all weekend on something. Or I might just take time for myself and relax, or maybe meet 

 people. (Interview 4, p. 3) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student had Fridays free from classes and spent the time 

to rest and complete assignments for the week. "I actually don't have any class on Friday at all 
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this…semester, which is nice. So, Friday, I can just sleep in, and hopefully finish up everything 

and turn everything in” (Interview 14, p. 4).  

 Students Use Support Systems to Assist with Managing Disruptions to Occupational 

Balance. Entry-level OT students reported the support of family, faculty, supervisors, and peers 

was vital to persisting in graduate school. In addition, students reported needing others for 

financial and emotional support. Entry-level OT graduate students reported cohort peers 

sometimes created anxiety, but were critical in offering moral support, study assistance, and 

motivation during difficult periods.  

 Students Seek Parental Support to Assist with Managing Disruptions to Occupational 

Balance. Parents were instrumental for several entry-level OT graduate students to maintain or 

regain occupational balance. For example, one student explained how parental financial support 

helped with acclimation to graduate school. In addition, the student acknowledged reduced stress 

without having to worry about buying food, paying rent, or purchasing textbooks. The student 

also reported support from parents, friends, and others was motivating throughout time in the 

entry-level OT graduate program.  

 My family has helped a lot. … My parents, especially, because … even though I am um 

 paying for grad school, they're allowing me to like live at home still. And … I don't have 

 to worry about rent or anything. Or …my textbooks … they'll help take care of that. … 

 Just knowing that … somebody is encouraging me. … My friends and boyfriend and 

 people  around me, they want me to do well. So I think that's more like encouragement 

 and support that way. (Interview 4, p. 10) 

  Several entry-level OT students reported turning to their mothers for support when 

overwhelmed with the demands of graduate school. One student stated, “If I'm really stressed 
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out, I always call my mom. Always. So, she'll just calm me down like you're fine. Like, calm 

down. You'll be fine” (Interview 5, p. 11). In the same way, another student called their mother 

during periods of high stress. The student explained these conversations helped to recognize the 

importance of self-care.  

 I always like would call mom like if I was freaking out about school stuff, and you know 

 she's I guess she's kind of the one that got me to just be like, you need to relax. You 

 need to take time for yourself at the end of the day. You know, not to go overboard 

 studying sometimes. So it was kind of, I guess, her helping me realizing that I couldn't 

 constantly be studying, like I needed to do something for myself. (Interview 8, p. 8) 

The mother of another entry-level OT student helped with experiences of self-doubt about 

succeeding in the graduate program. The mother provided encouragement and helped the student 

analyze alternatives should the fears be realized.  

 I also went to my mom, I'm really close with her. And she just kind of always told me it 

 would be okay. And I'd be like, what am I going to do if I get kicked out? And she 

 would kind of talk me through like okay, you're not going to get kicked out. But if you 

 do … we can come up with a plan. There’s other options. So just kind of knowing that … 

 my life would [not] be over if something happened, kind of made me be like okay, you'll 

 be fine. (Interview 12, p. 8) 

 Students Seek Faculty Support to Assist with Managing Disruptions to Occupational 

Balance. Several entry-level OT students discussed the positive impact faculty had on their 

experience in the graduate program. Faculty accessibility was important to one student, who 

indicated that knowing faculty were available was reassuring even if not needed. The student 

explained,  
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 [Faculty] being supportive, and knowing that that support is there if we need anything, 

 has been so beneficial. I knew that I could knock on anyone's door, and drive them 

 bonkers, and ask them a million questions, and they would all get answered. (Interview 3, 

 p. 8) 

 Another entry-level OT student found the relationship with the faculty advisor to be a 

vital part of beginning graduate school. Initially, the student did not know anyone, so spending 

focused time with the advisor helped improve the student’s comfort with the transition.  

 I know before coming like the we each got like advisors, which are faculty members. So I 

 think that kind of like allowed like one on one time with your advisor … at least like, if 

 you don't know anyone else, you have that faculty member to kind of go to and like get 

 comfortable with and stuff too. (Interview 15, p. 7) 

When one entry-level OT graduate student did not do well on an exam, the student met with the 

professor to discuss the grade. The professor shared some of the struggles from when the 

professor was a student, which created camaraderie with the professor, increasing the student’s 

self-confidence in the course.  

 I think talking to my professor, like she had also let me know like, she didn't always do 

 the greatest whenever she was in the same like position as I was. And I think hearing 

 that, and learning that type of thing was helpful to me because it made me feel like I 

 wasn't alone and that … this is normal. (Interview 11, p. 11) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student explained the importance of visiting professors during 

office hours to discuss course content. The student described the benefits when faculty expressed 

concern for their well-being as people. In addition, faculty who were accommodating when life 

circumstances arose in a student’s life contributed to a sense of well-being.  
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 There’ve been times, where I’ve wanted additional feedback and I’ve gone in for office 

 hours and they've talked to me. Yeah and even just understanding from you know, a 

 personal level … even just little things like you know somebody having to be out of 

 town for a funeral … and just being understanding of are you okay, like stuff like that. 

 (Interview 23, p. 7) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student observed the faculty model occupational balance. 

The student described a professor stepping down from a leadership position because it took her 

away from things she enjoyed in life. The student realized if someone in an esteemed position 

took action to improve her self-care and happiness, the student should do the same.  

 I’ve also seen my academic advisor model the work-life balance. … She was our 

 program director for a while. … It like ripped her … away from the things she enjoyed, 

 and she end up stepping down back into a … professors position. … Seeing her say I’m 

 not happy at this level, I need to take a step back, was good for me because I felt … if 

 this person, at this level, is willing to do that for their health … for … what makes them 

 feel satisfied and fulfilled, like I should be able to do that too. (Interview 22, p. 9) 

 Faculty Who Do Not Provide Support to Students Contribute to Occupational Balance 

Disruptions. Conversely, other entry-level OT graduate students did not perceive a connection to 

faculty and often perceived increased stress at the thought of interacting with them. This 

increased stress disrupted occupational balance. One student reported faculty wanted to meet 

with students to discuss courses but stated it was difficult to develop relationships with faculty. 

The student explained, "it's hard to talk, the professors. They want us so badly to talk to them, 

and it's like, well, they're so intimidating" (Interview 7, p. 6). 
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 One entry-level OT graduate student indicated faculty could have assisted the students 

more during the transition to the graduate program and the move online secondary to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The student explained faculty listened when students revealed their mental 

health needs; however, the faculty did not act upon the information. In addition, many students 

experienced an occupational balance disruption and needed support from faculty regarding 

concerns. The student suggested minor changes, such as decreased speed of courses and 

staggered due dates, which could have improved the student experience and occupational 

balance.  

 I do think they could have done something more to help us. There were several times that 

 we all opened up about our mental health and it felt like we were being heard, only to 

 have nothing come out of it. There needs to be more actual listening and accommodations 

 for our mental health and how we are currently feeling about the pacing, the layout, and 

 the assignments included in the curriculum. … We wanted to be heard. … Instead, we 

 were heard and given opportunities to speak, but then they would move on like 

 everything was normal, even though some of us cried opening up to them. … A lot of us 

 had a hard time transitioning from undergrad and transitioning online with COVID-19. 

 (Interview 25, p. 14) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student suggested that faculty needed to consider many 

students had mental health concerns when they began the OT program, and the stress of the 

graduate program compounded them. The student suggested faculty needed to be “…aware that 

most of us before coming into grad school already struggled with anxiety or perfectionism, 

depression, things [like] that. And then obviously those things get worse when we’re under 

stress. So just… having that realization” (Interview 2, p. 4). 
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 Another entry-level OT graduate student reported frustration with the lack of availability 

of professors. For example, the student discussed one instructor who canceled office hours but 

did not offer alternative times to meet. The student stated the lack of accessibility often interfered 

with completing assignments promptly and created an occupational balance disruption. “You 

can… reach out to them [professors], but then you have to fit around their schedule” (Interview 

17, p. 12). 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student expressed an understanding that professors took 

steps to help students prepare for the rigor of graduate school; however, in reality, this attempted 

help often overwhelmed students and instead disrupted occupational balance. The student 

provided the example of graduates who came in and shared their entry-level graduate program 

experiences with the new cohort of OT students. Rather than feeling comforted, students left the 

meeting questioning their ability to succeed in the program.  

 I think they've [instructors] had to adjust a lot. … I think they thought that they were 

 helping in a lot of ways, when in reality they were making us more stressed out. … I 

 think my generation is definitely more stressed out just naturally. … So having a … new 

 graduate from our program come and say, there will be semesters where you're on top of 

 it, and you have a great system for studying, and then the next semester it doesn't work - 

 and we're all like excuse me? So really we left that meeting going, so I’m going to fail. 

 I'm not reassured um but, like, I think, to them that that was helpful to have our peers 

 talking to us. It's like, no actually that was terrifying. (Interview 19, p. 12) 

 Developing and Maintaining Peer Relationships Assist Students in Managing 

Disruptions to Occupational Balance. Entry-level OT graduate cohort peers were vital to 

students’ occupational balance. One student reported the relationships developed within an entry-
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level OT graduate program cohort assisted with a disruption to occupational balance to move 

away from believing they were not performing to personal standards on an assignment. The 

student explained that comparing grades with peers developed a sense of camaraderie. Knowing 

another student experienced a similar academic difficulty helped the student cope with a 

substandard grade and led to improved occupational balance.  

 My group of friends, like we typically share grades with each other. So it really makes 

 you feel better if like someone else did poorly too. … Knowing other people did bad as 

 well, like makes you feel better about it. (Interview 18, p. 10) 

Studying with peers was a valuable learning strategy for another entry-level OT graduate student 

who described seeing a parallel between problem-solving course content with other students and 

working through patient cases with a care team once becoming an occupational therapist.  

 I think that talking it [course content] aloud with a peer has really helped, and I can see 

 how that really translates to practice because I often see in my work environment 

 [therapy aide] different therapists discussing specific issues and treatments and things 

 like that. And so just hearing it out loud, and processing with somebody else I think has 

 been something that I'm so glad has developed over the course of this program. 

 (Interview 11, p. 9) 

 Several entry-level OT students recognized that socialization was a strategy they could 

employ to help them regain occupational balance in graduate school. For example, one student 

indicated studying during free time was the main way to succeed in entry-level OT graduate 

school. The student explained that being around others outside of her entry-level OT graduate 

program and engaging in non-academic activities helped divert attention from school work.  
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 I think the easiest way to like distract from that [feeling a student needs to always be 

 doing schoolwork] is being around other people. … We have like a game night, that's 

 like really good mental break for me, because I’m no longer thinking about the things I  

 need to get done, it's like really concentrated, and just like having fun, and what we're 

 doing in that moment. (Interview 25, p. 13) 

Similarly, another entry-level graduate student expressed the importance of friends in the OT 

cohort. The student indicated others who had similar experiences provided a sense of hope. 

These companions provided support in times of stress and helped the student regain occupational 

balance to complete the graduate program successfully. The student explained,  

 I feel like I need those people to continually lift me up. … Having that close knit 

 relationship with people who understand what you're going through um is very beneficial. 

 I honestly could not have made it out without my friends in the program. (Interview 3, p. 

 7) 

 One entry-level student reported the importance of having peers in the graduate program 

to discuss the stress experienced in the OT program. The student explained that friends who 

graduated from their undergraduate education and went to work did not understand the entry-

level graduate program experiences and, therefore, could not assist with improving occupational 

balance.  

 One of my best friends was in speech path. So I'd like call her, and she would get like the 

 grad school aspect of it. … No one gets it unless you're in grad school. So a lot of my 

 friends at home like are in business. And so they’re stressed at work, and just can't relate. 

 (Interview 5, p. 11) 
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 One entry-level OT graduate student avoided certain peers because of their negativity 

about the program. The student explained, “I feel like sometimes my peers … go down a 

pessimistic view of our program and the teachers. And so sometimes I try to just steer away from 

that because I don't really want their group consensus” (Interview 17, p. 13). Another entry-level 

OT graduate student also commented on the negativity of the cohort in the group chat they used 

to communicate. As a result, the student left the group to avoid undue stress and disruption to 

occupational balance.   

 People would … say something … like oh well, the teacher’s grading so subjectively, 

 or once or twice, it was much harsher than that. And it was just like okay I’m done. I 

 don't need to be in here [group chat]. … It was mostly just drama, and everybody’s 

 feelings about every assignment, and it's just a lot less stressful to not be in it. (Interview 

 24, p. 9) 

 Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student indicated listening to some students 

discuss class assignments created feelings of unease. The student chose to avoid interacting with 

these peers to avoid undue stress. The student explained,  

 I am very limited in who I talk to about class frustrations anymore. Like right now, um, 

 they are going crazy about the assignment details that we don't know for assignments that 

 are due this week. Um, and so, honestly, the group chat is really just chaotic. (Interview 

 17, p. 12) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student expressed the importance of finding peers who had 

a similar approach to completing assignments to maintain a state of occupational balance. The 

student described peers at the ends of a continuum – those who completed assignments 

exceptionally early and those who procrastinated starting them. Finding peers who managed 
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assignments in a similar way, however, was difficult. The entry-level OT graduate student 

reported that interacting with students who viewed deadlines differently was stress-inducing and 

caused disruptions to occupational balance. 

 I think that we also as like a cohort, and a class really stressed each other out. People 

 will finish things really early, and then you have the people who finished things like the 

 last second. And I think like we struggle with like finding that balance, and finding 

 other people who are like in that middle range. (Interview 10, p. 9) 

 Participating in Multiple Occupational Roles Contributes to Student Occupational 

Balance. Several entry-level OT graduate students provided information about the influence of 

participating in multiple occupational roles on their occupational balance. One role to improve 

occupational balance that students discussed was working at a job. Some students reported 

obtaining paid employment, so they had something to focus on other than school. Developing 

relationships outside of school, and having a physical location to engage with others that was not 

home or school, helped improve their sense of occupational balance. Work provided benefits that 

a focus on schoolwork alone did not afford them. In addition, as one student described, working 

at a job provided a sense of purpose and improved overall mental health.  

 And then second semester … I decided to get a job. Just because like I wanted to work 

 and like I wanted to just do something out[side of school]. And I learned, like my  study 

 habits too … that way. … Now being able to … do my schoolwork, and then, like, I’ll go 

 to work and like I’ll focus on work… because the first semester I did it [only focused on 

 schoolwork], and like it was not good for my mental health. (Interview 8, p. 11)  

 Several entry-level OT graduate students described the importance of engaging in more 

than one life role, so they did not define their identity solely as a student. Personal happiness and 
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acceptance by others required engagement in more than the student role. As one student stated, 

“You can’t let one facet of your life overrule everything else, because then you’re just not going 

to be happy, and you’re not going to like, be like, somebody others want to really be around” 

(Interview 6, p. 10). Participating in multiple occupational roles provided a sense of occupational 

balance for entry-level OT graduate students, who also reported an inherent need to engage in 

activities outside of their academics. “I just I have a lot of interests, and I never want to limit 

those interests” (Interview 19, p. 11). Another entry-level OT graduate student compared 

feelings about occupational balance to a future career as an occupational therapist.  

 That’s kind of what like OT is about, the different roles and identities and all of that. 

 People aren’t just like defined by one like characteristic of themselves, and that you 

 know people have a broad scope of identities that contribute to who they are, and they 

 [identities] are all are important. (Interview 2, p. 10) 

Engaging in and exploring other desired occupational roles equated to this entry-level OT 

graduate student's sense of identity and a view of successful occupational balance. The student 

explained,  

 I value the balance and kind of see the importance of not just being like my only 

 identity is being a student, and kind of being like, Oh, like there is other parts to me that I 

 have time to explore. (Interview 2, p. 5) 

 Getting a job helped one entry-level OT graduate student regain a sense of normalcy in 

life. The student stated it was enjoyable to be around people again after the limited socialization 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Engaging in work evoked feelings of competence. 

Additionally, the student enjoyed that the work was not mentally challenging and therefore was a 

nice contrast to the intensity of coursework.   
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 I am very excited about having a job right now, like that's been really great to be like in 

 person somewhere else, and like meeting new people and just getting to like see people 

 again. … But it's also in an environment that like I really love … It's … so easy, and … a 

 nice place where I can go, and like mostly not mess anything up. (Interview 21, p. 15) 

The student also indicated that working at a job helped improve efficiency with using free time 

to complete academic assignments. The student explained, “I think when I have a job or 

something else going on that forces me to use that open time to catch up on assignments and 

stuff I think I’m more disciplined about it” (Interview 21, p. 4).  

 Another entry-level OT graduate student worked during the graduate program but 

purposefully obtained a job outside of OT to take a mental break from academic work. The job 

choice improved occupational balance as it provided the opportunity to explore another life 

interest and forced the student to spend time in something other than academics.  

 A huge portion of my work life balance was um I purposefully got a job at a place that 

 had nothing to do with anything occupational therapy. … I worked at a garden center 

 because … I liked horticulture, plants, that kind of thing. … I worked there on the 

 weekends. And that was nice for me, because I could be like well I can't study from eight 

 to six because I’m working. … I wanted that like totally different thing to not be OT 

 related to give myself a break. (Interview 22, p. 13)  

 Some entry-level OT students chose to postpone obtaining a job until the second semester 

to allow themselves time to acclimate to the academic rigor of graduate school. As one student 

stated,  
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 I kind of chose just to not work my first semester, just because I knew the course load 

 was going to be extremely crazy, and … I just wasn't going to be able to fit it in. I didn't 

 really want to stress myself out too much. (Interview 8, p. 6) 

Another entry-level OT student also expressed belief in not working during the first semester of 

graduate school. The student explained,  

I purposely didn't work [first semester] because I didn't really know the rigor of the grad 

school program … because I knew it wasn't going to be like undergrad. I knew it required 

more work and more time, and so I didn't want to overwhelm myself at the beginning. I 

wanted to give myself a chance to kind of get in the groove of things and kind of 

understand grad school before I took on another responsibility. (Interview 9, p. 5) 

  Students who Made Time for Self-Care Demonstrated the Ability to Minimize 

Disruptions to Occupational Balance. Several entry-level OT students experienced a mindset 

shift during their time in the graduate program that changed their perspectives toward taking care 

of themselves. They developed strategies to help regain occupational balance during periods of 

high stress. For example, one entry-level OT student started to keep a gratitude journal while in 

the graduate program after experiencing severe periods of being overwhelmed accompanied by 

panic attacks. The journal helped to refocus energy on the good things in life, which helped 

manage the stress related to academics.  

 I needed to find something that was good and find the peace in each day, and … that 

 [gratitude journal] …  helps me cope, just because I was just seeing … and hearing so 

 much negative. (Interview 3, p.14) 

Another entry-level OT student focused on the end goal of becoming an occupational therapist 

during the difficult times during graduate school. To help with coping, the student concentrated 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   70 
  
 

through spiritual reflection on the difficulty gaining acceptance into the program and why 

becoming an occupational therapist was important.  

 I thanked God every day that I was in the program because it was a rigorous application 

 process. I was thankful to be there, and even though some days were more  difficult than 

 others, I knew that this was the profession that I wanted to pursue and I knew why I 

 wanted to do it. (Interview 11, p. 16) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student learned that fatigue at the beginning of a week 

indicated the need to stop working on homework earlier in the evening to rest. The student 

explained, “At the beginning of the week if I know I'm just completely exhausted like I'll kind of, 

call it quits for the night. And I'll just say, ‘I'll get it done tomorrow’ or whatever” (Interview 8, 

p. 8). Planning a self-care activity in their day provided some students with the accountability to 

follow through. For example, one entry-level OT graduate student found that tracking everything 

in a planner for the week helped visualize and schedule workouts to ensure completion. The 

student explained, “I have a planner. So, I write everything in, and then I try to put in like during 

the week when I will plan in my workouts" (Interview 11, p. 6).  

 Similarly, two other entry-level OT graduate students also scheduled time in their 

planners to exercise. “On Tuesdays when I have like no time, and I have to find time to work out, 

I put that in there [in a planner]” (Interview 12, p. 5). "In pink here [in Google calendar] I put my 

personal events. Here you can see I went on a walk with my, my roommate and the neighbors 

downstairs. So that was in there” (Interview 17, p. 7).  

 Another entry-level OT graduate student explained using a calendar alarm as a reminder 

to go on a run.  
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 I also have in my phone calendar, like every other day, I have an alarm go off, so it 

 reminds me to like go on a run. And so sticking to that I’m also like, oh my gosh that's 

 in my schedule, I need to do that too. (Interview 20, p. 5) 

One entry-level OT graduate student gradually scheduled more integrated self-care time. The 

student began by planning time one evening a week to watch TV with some friends.  

 I made small changes … to like incorporate more time for myself. I started going to a 

 Bachelor watch party every Monday night with some of the girls in the class. And that 

 was my like socialization … my like break from studying. And then as it [time in the 

 program] progressed, I just realized like, how important it is to not let one aspect 

 consume your life. (Interview 6, p. 10)  

The entry-level OT graduate student explained that progression through the program provided a 

sense of value for time away from academic work and led to steps to ensure time for self-care. 

The student scheduled time every day for relaxation, which improved contentment with life.                            

 So now I've been more like aware and conscious of, like, making sure I either schedule 

 time to do things for me or just, like, make sure that I'm not hyper focusing on one 

 thing. Like I try right now, every single day for an hour I like set aside time to just go for 

 a walk outside, and if I finish my walk earlier than an hour when I get home I can like, do 

 whatever I want and just really relax. (Interview 6, p. 10) 

 Some entry-level OT graduate students found that using the weekend to rest helped them 

achieve occupational balance. One student explained, “I try really hard not to do things on 

Sunday. It’s kind of my chill day … kind of a recharge day” (Interview 24, p. 4). Another entry-

level OT graduate student also took a break from academics on the weekend. The student 

completed homework during the week to spend the weekends in leisure and social activities.  
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 Weekends are normally um less school for me because I kind of try to do all my 

 homework during the week. So I like to work out and hang out with my friends, see my 

 boyfriend, see my family, stuff like that, kind of more relaxing. (Interview 9, p. 2) 

 Knowing When to Seek Professional Assistance Helped Students Manage 

Disruptions to Occupational Balance. Two entry-level OT students reported heightened 

anxiety in the graduate program that interfered with their ability to regain occupational balance. 

Both explained they needed to begin medication therapy as a strategy to cope with the anxiety. 

The first entry-level OT graduate student explained daily medication helped with remaining calm 

in stressful situations. The student further explained, “So I've been put on medicine and I have a 

very good, like emergency one in case I start to spiral because it does still happen, but a lot less. 

I’m a lot more mellow" (Interview 3, p. 16). The second entry-level OT student also started 

medication while in the graduate program but did not attribute the cause directly to the stress of 

academics. Since childhood, the student experienced anxiety and realized managing it 

independently took a lot of energy away from other endeavors. At the beginning of entry-level 

OT graduate school, the student discovered other students struggled with anxiety and sought 

treatment.  

 It [seeing a doctor to get on medication] happened in graduate school, but I don't think it's 

 because of graduate school. It was just I finally was ready to address it [anxiety], and 

 realized that it was taking up a lot of my mental capacity. … I finally feel like I can sit 

 down and breathe and I’m not like going 100 miles an hour. … Talking to other students 

 in the program, a lot of people have medication, and then also just being an OT and 

 learning about people. People receive OT for anxiety and depression. … I was like 
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 oh, this is an actual thing, and nobody's going to think that I’m lesser-than because of it. 

 (Interview 26, p. 13) 

What are the Differences in the Occupational Balance Strategies of Entry-Level OT 

Graduate Students Who Report High, Medium, and Low Occupational Balance?  

 To address the first sub-question, entry-level OT graduate students completed the 

Occupational Balance Questionnaire (OBQ11) (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman personal 

communication, May 11, 2020) electronically after signing the consent form. The researcher 

scored the OBQ11 using the scale provided by the questionnaire (P. Wagman, personal 

communication, May 11, 2020). Twenty-two students completed the questionnaire and the 

researcher analyzed their interview responses along with their OBQ11 (Håkansson et al., 2020; 

P. Wagman personal communication, May 11, 2020) score to determine whether patterns 

emerged between the OBQ11 (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman personal communication, 

May 11, 2020) score and occupational balance strategies. 

 For the purpose of this research study, the researcher developed three categories of 

occupational balance based on OBQ11 (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman personal 

communication, May 11, 2020) scores; low (score ≤ 17), medium (score 18 to 23), and high 

(score ≥ 24). Table 1 displays a summary of the characteristics of entry-level OT graduate 

students in each category of occupational balance. Entry-level OT graduate students who scored 

in the high occupational balance category were fewest in number (n = 4) and students who 

scored in the medium occupational balance category were the highest in number (n = 11). Entry-

level OT graduate students who scored in the low range of occupational balance were in the 

middle (n = 7). Even though the scores on the OBQ11 (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman 

personal communication, May 11, 2020) differed, during the interview process, 19 of the 22 
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students reported they believed their life was occupationally balanced and only three students 

reported they were not occupationally balanced. 

 Eighteen of the 22 entry-level OT graduate students who completed the questionnaire 

reported involvement in paid employment. Types of jobs and the flexibility of the hours were 

variable within and among the three groups of students. The numbers of students who used 

working as a strategy for occupational balance were similar across the three categories of scores 

on the OBQ11 (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman personal communication, May 11, 2020). 

 Three out of the four entry-level OT graduate students who scored in the high balance 

category reported time off between their undergraduate and graduate education. The students 

indicated the time off assisted them with making the transition to graduate school. Even though 

the sample sizes for each category of the OBQ11 were small, none of the students in the low 

occupational balance category reported a gap in time between undergraduate and graduate 

education. Taking time off between undergraduate and graduate education could lead to 

occupational balance in graduate school. For example, one entry-level OT graduate student who 

took a gap year before graduate school described being older than the other students in the 

cohort. The student indicated this was an advantage because the student’s life experiences 

increased security in the learning process, which helped maintain occupational balance, even 

during difficult stages of the program.  

 I will say… I think I’m like easily the oldest person in my cohort … And so I think that's 

 given me [a different viewpoint]. And maybe it's just like life experience… or being a 

 little bit more comfortable being out of my comfort zone that … has … made my 

 experience a little bit different … than some of the other girls. … I just feel like a little bit 

 less … self-conscious I guess at this point like in my life. (Interview 21, p. 12) 
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 All groups of occupational balance involving entry-level OT graduate students employed 

a variety of occupational balance strategies and adapted the strategies to the specific situation the 

students encountered. For some strategies, only one student used the particular approach; 

however, more than 50% of students in each category of occupational balance used several of the 

same strategies. Table 2 outlines the most regularly used strategies of occupational balance 

common to each group of entry-level OT graduate students. All groups integrated three strategies 

to promote occupational balance, including shared experiences with cohort peers, an 

individualized plan for organization, and scheduled time for self-care. Of interest, the number of 

commonly used strategies of occupational balance corresponded to the score on the 

questionnaire. For example, entry-level OT graduate students who scored in the low category of 

occupational balance incorporated the least number of strategies of occupational balance. 

Additionally, the total number of strategies increased by each score category. The students who 

scored in the high category of occupational balance shared some strategies with students in the 

middle category of occupational balance, but the students in the high category also integrated 

unique strategies. 

What Happens to the Way Entry-Level OT Graduate Students Manage Occupational 

Balance When They Experience a Change in the Expectations of Their Student Role or 

Other Life Roles?  

 To address sub-question two, entry-level OT graduate students discussed how changes to 

life roles influenced occupational balance. Students also experienced changes in their 

occupational balance due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, several students expressed 

the importance of reflecting on current and past experiences to identify new ways of viewing 

their present situation. 
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Changes in Life Roles During the Graduate Program Influence Occupational Balance  

 Several entry-level OT graduate students reported experiencing changes to life roles that 

influenced their occupational balance. Many entry-level OT graduate students reported the need 

to obtain paid employment to offset some of the costs associated with graduate education. One 

entry-level student worked at a job from the start of OT graduate school. The student reported 

the work schedule interfered with academics.  

 Because of the extended hours, I had to kind of push my school assignments back… I 

 ended up having to do a lot of the assignments and a lot of the schoolwork over the 

 weekend, which impacted my ability to kinda engage in the activities I wanted to with my 

 friends. (Interview 1, p. 3). 

 Another entry-level OT student worked at a job since starting graduate school. When the 

COVID-19 pandemic forced entry-level graduate courses online, returning to live with parents 

was necessary for the student. The summer semester was light on credit hours. The student had 

more free time without classes to attend. These two factors led the student to work more hours 

than previously in entry-level OT graduate school, thereby disrupting the current occupational 

balance.   

During summer, since we went to all online, I actually went home, and that's when 

I…worked about 25 to 30 hours a week at a pool. … I thought I … [had] lots of time, like 

we dropped down in credits again, and then I think we had Fridays off, and I was like, 

okay, like I should get a job. … And my boss was like, oh great, and scheduled me like at 

least five days a week, which is not what I was hoping. I was hoping like maybe three. So 

that was summer was really crazy for me. (Interview 10, p. 3) 
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After returning to campus and resuming a coaching position at the university, the entry-level OT 

graduate student found occupational balance returned. “So, moving back up here and getting 

back into coaching and then being at that 12 credit hours … my life has calmed down a little bit" 

(Interview 10, p. 3).  

 Another entry-level OT student worked at a job during the graduate program but stopped 

working when the COVID-19 pandemic began. An initial disruption to occupational balance 

occurred as the student tried to organize time between work and academics with the transition 

back to work during the final semester of the program.  

 At first, like when I went back to work this semester, I was like all over the place again 

 because I work a lot. But now that I'm like in like my fourth week working back there … 

 I know what like timeframes I have to get stuff done. So I'm pretty  good with it. But 

 yeah, at first it's stressful because it's like you work all day, and like, then I'll come home, 

 and I'm like, oh, I still have stuff to get done. (Interview 8, p. 6)  

 Several entry-level OT graduate students reported a flexible employer assisted with 

lessening their stress. One student recalled experiencing last-minute course changes that 

interfered with a work schedule. “They're very flexible [work], which is helpful to be able to say, 

hey, I can't work Tuesdays now because they just made us a class from two to four” (Interview 7, 

p. 8). Another entry-level OT graduate student reported the supervisor permitted the student to 

clock out to attend a virtual class. “My boss lets me kind of just go into his office, and I just 

Zoom© into class. So, it's pretty nice. I just kind of clock out and then clock back in after class" 

(Interview 8, p. 2). A third entry-level OT graduate student had a supervisor who considered the 

student’s academic requirements. The supervisor permitted the student to call off on a scheduled 

workday to prioritize academic assignments. 
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 I’m very lucky that like if I have homework tomorrow, I could just tell my boss I have 

 like so much school work to do that I can’t come in, and she'll be very understanding, and 

 then like she'll just say it's fine. (Interview 15, p. 11) 

Other entry-level OT graduate students reported completing some homework during work, which 

significantly decreased their stress. For example, one student worked as a therapy aide for a 

physical therapy clinic and reported that the supervisor allowed homework completion to occur 

among work duties. The student explained, “While I'm at work, if I have a break between 

patients, I’ll sit there and like my boss like lets me have my computer. So … yesterday when I 

was working I … was doing an assignment for school” (Interview 8, p. 4). Similarly, another 

student was a receptionist at a gym, and could work on homework during less busy periods.  

 I work at a gym. I would just sit at the front desk. I'm actually really lucky because I am 

 able to do some of my homework there. So during those four hours when I'm not doing 

 anything, I am allowed to get some homework done. (Interview 9, p. 3)  

Working as a nanny afforded another entry-level OT graduate student flexibility to complete 

academic requirements while the children were napping or engaging in online school work.  

 The kids nap from two to four every day so I do my homework. The kids are also 

 homeschooled, so if they are both on their computer doing their homeschool work, I'm 

 allowed to have like books out to read or study or do whatever. (Interview 12, p. 2)  

 One student became pregnant with a first child during the capstone experience, near the 

projected graduation from the entry-level OT graduate program. The student described the 

challenge of finishing a doctoral degree but also desired to enjoy preparing for the birth 

experience with a spouse. The student expressed the belief in a lack of time to read books for 
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expecting parents or engage in other self-care practices, which signified that the student was not 

occupationally balanced.  

 I was like, okay, my due date is in two months, and I have these things I want to learn, 

 and I’m just like, am I never going to learn them? … When I have something I want to 

 do, but I can't find the time to do it, that sometimes is an indicator to me that I might have 

 too much on my plate or not balanced enough ... It's like reading an extra book or … 

 telling myself, I can afford a  half-hour walk outside, and saying no, I can't. I can't afford 

 that. I can't find that space. … Like that's in my mind. I’m like something's not there if I 

 can't find the time, so that's usually an indicator for me. (Interview 22, p. 14)  

 Another entry-level OT student lived with parents to save money while in graduate 

school. The student’s father was caring for grandparents, so the student assumed some of the 

responsibilities at home that the father typically completed.  

 My grandma just broke her leg, so she just came home, and my grandpa has like severe 

 dementia, and so my dad is kind of like taking over the responsibilities…caring for 

 them… So that's why I've kind of stepped it up, helping in the kitchen and cleaning and 

 making sure that like everything's okay around here so that he can worry about 

 everything over there and not worry about anything at home. (Interview 9, p. 5) 

The entry-level OT graduate student indicated the increase in household responsibilities 

disrupted occupational balance; however, the student did not focus on the lack of occupational 

balance but instead thought of adaptations that would enable adjustment to the situation. The 

student explained,  

 It kind of just, it is what it is. So you got to make it work. I try not to stress myself out 

 about it because I know that like this situation can't change. So I just kind of got to adapt 
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 my my life right now until everything kind of settles down with my grandparents. 

 (Interview 9, p. 5) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student discussed a similar situation at home. At the 

time of the interview, the student lived with a parent. However, the student’s sister, who lived in 

another state, visited for an extended period. The student explained,  

 My sister's home right now, and she had her [ACL]surgery like two weeks ago. We're all 

 kind of helping…She's pretty dependent at this stage, and so I think we've all been kind 

 of trying to take turns with helping her with basic things and getting to like physical 

 therapy appointments and stuff. (Interview 21, p. 5) 

The entry-level OT graduate student reported positive feelings from having a sister home they 

could not visit during the COVID-19 pandemic. The time with family was a welcome respite 

from academic demands. It also alleviated some of the isolation associated with the stay-at-home 

orders. 

 We didn't see her at all during the pandemic, so we do not take like family time for 

 granted. … So I’m like more than happy to like have just a chill weekend at home with 

 them. (Interview 21, p. 8) 

The entry-level OT graduate student stated having the family together again was nice and viewed 

the situation as positive. “We get like three bonus months with her, which I guess, we didn't see 

her all of last year, so yeah, I have my whole family under the roof now, which has been a good 

thing” (Interview 21, p. 2).  
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 Experiencing the COVID-19 Pandemic Created Traumatic Disruptions That Significantly 

Challenged Occupational Balance and Required Altered Strategies to Manage 

 When the public health officials enacted the stay-at-home orders (Acton, 2020; Wolf, 

2020) in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, entry-level OT graduate students experienced a 

disruption in their occupational balance. The orders forced people to stay at home and OT 

courses to move online; consequently, entry-level OT students experienced similar feelings as 

when they first transitioned to graduate school. Suddenly, the way they attended class changed. 

Anxiety levels increased for students who reported a mentally and physically challenging time. 

Previously implemented strategies for regaining occupational balance were no longer adequate. 

One entry-level OT graduate student shared these feelings in reaction to the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

 I feel like lately, especially with being in this wonky format and trying to figure things 

 out after COVID, it's been a lot more difficult and a lot more unbalanced. And I feel a lot 

 more stressed and a lot more exhausted, just mentally and physically. (Interview 3, p. 5) 

One entry-level OT student expressed feelings of being overwhelmed with the unpredictability in 

graduate school. The COVID-19 pandemic contributed to this state of mind, but the political 

climate combined with the amount of work to complete for school added stress. “We just have a 

million things to do, and then the stress of COVID, and the election year, and just so much 

uncertainty. It was a lot” (Interview 19, p. 12).  

 The methods entry-level OT graduate students used to prepare for class and study were 

no longer effective as more distractions surrounded them at home than when they studied on 

campus. For example, one entry-level OT graduate student described a lack of experience with 
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online learning as a barrier. The student recognized the need for more self-discipline than when 

attending class face-to-face. The student explained, 

 And then our second semester started out like really great, and I was like, okay … I can 

 do this, and then COVID happened. So then halfway through, we started online, and then 

 we're like, okay, I don't know how to do this. I don't know how to have class online. I 

 don't know how to keep myself disciplined at home. … If I have a break [on campus], I 

 can just do an assignment versus if I have a break at home, I'm like hmm…I could take a 

 nap or something. (Interview 7, p. 6)  

Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student enjoyed having a plan and was uncomfortable 

with unforeseen changes due to the COVID-19 pandemic in the schedule because these changes 

decreased the sense of control over life.  

 I do not like it when things are changed. I like having the syllabus. I like knowing what's 

 going on, and then, when, at the last minute, they're like … the speaker’s this day and not 

 this day, is not a thing I love to happen. (Interview 25, p. 8) 

 Entry-level OT graduate students reported being home all of the time resulted in 

difficulty setting boundaries between academics and other aspects of life, such as relaxing. One 

entry-level OT graduate student completed most studying on campus before the COVID-19 

pandemic, using time at home for repose. The student described the frustration with the move 

online as follows,  

 Trying to figure out that separation between school, and like just relaxing and having 

 time [for myself]. … [Before] I could pretty much just associate school with okay, I was 

 in the classroom, or I was on campus studying. Whereas now … my bedroom is also 
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 school, so just finding times where it was like okay, I need to focus now, but also times 

 where like I can just relax. (Interview 23, p. 5) 

 The comfort of attending class from home also negatively influenced entry-level OT 

graduate students’ ability to focus on academics. Students reported avoiding comfortable 

positioning during homework completion and attendance at virtual class sessions. The added 

distractions of television and family members also impeded concentration at home. One entry-

level OT graduate student discussed the experience of attempting to complete academic work at 

home.  

 I'd go somewhere … that wasn't like in my house … or … sit at the kitchen table so it's 

 not as comfortable, even though, like your back hurts, you're not in a comfy bed where 

 you’re gonna like fall asleep. It's hard to work at home because there's like a couch and a 

 TV, and my grandma's there, and it's  easily distractible at the house. (Interview 7, p. 3) 

Family also was a factor in another entry-level OT graduate student’s productivity with 

homework during the stay-at-home orders. The student indicated other people in the home 

impeded adherence to a schedule and attention to the academic tasks needing completion. The 

student stated,  

 I didn't focus as well. So I would like do something, go get distracted by my family, 

 come back do some more. So my schedule is off. And I was at home, and my mom would 

 just be coming in. My brother was home, like a lot of lot was going on. (Interview 5, p. 4) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student reported when professors moved courses online, 

they continued teaching as though everything was normal. Meanwhile, the student did not make 

the transition effortlessly and spent most of the day on the computer to complete the required 
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coursework. Being on the computer for extended periods challenged the student and was an 

unhealthy practice.   

 When we had the shutdown with the pandemic … there was not a very easy transition to 

 online classes with the professors. They just kind of went about things business as usual, 

 just over a screen. I found myself waking up at like 6 a.m. and being on my computer 

 until after midnight just trying to get everything done, and I was like, this isn't healthy. 

 (Interview 19, p. 9) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student reported changing the organization method used 

when institutions moved courses online secondary to the COVID-19 pandemic. The uncertainty 

that accompanied virtual coursework created anxiety. In addition, the student indicated 

apprehension regarding diminished in-person conversations and time to practice therapeutic 

techniques.  

  My organization … changed, so that caused me some anxiety. I just was a little unsure of 

 like what it was going to be like virtually. … I liked having like an assignment done, and 

 going and talking to a professor and say, hey, this is what I have, is this correct? And I 

 like that face-to-face interaction that I get so, I was like, worried about that. And I like the 

 hands-on stuff. So I was very worried about those kinds of things. (Interview 12, p. 6) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student also experienced difficulty with the transition to online 

courses. The student discovered that course changes negatively impacted organizational 

coursework strategies, resulting in uncharacteristically forgetting to submit completed 

assignments. The lack of interaction with peers also contributed to this atypical behavior because 

they no longer discussed assignments and course content. The student explained,  
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 Shifting from in-person to online was not without struggle. There were assignments 

 that I would… complete, but I wouldn’t turn them in because the schedule would 

 change, or I just don’t have that in-person time to talk with my peers, and say hey did 

 you guys do this assignment? And kinda discuss what we were thinking, and just what 

 we were taking away from each class. So it was a lot harder for me to at first to kinda 

 grasp on everything. (Interview 1, p. 4)  

 The move to online courses occurred quickly, and entry-level OT graduate students found 

instructors often made changes to accommodate the unplanned format. For example, assignment 

instructions and due dates changed to adapt to the virtual learning environment. These changes 

reportedly exacerbated students' anxiety and the uncertainty they were already experiencing. One 

entry-level OT graduate student explained, “It kind of stresses me out if I think about what's 

going on next month, especially nowadays, it seems like the curriculum is just adjusting and 

changing like so frequently" (Interview 14, p. 2).  

 Another entry-level OT graduate student learned not to plan as much as before the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the student learned to adjust organization techniques to the 

frequent schedule changes, thus experiencing less stress when they occurred.  

 I’ve learned that you can't [plan ahead] because it's constantly changing. Like we have 

 these presentations that are coming up, and I think our schedule changed twice since the 

 beginning of the semester. So I’m just like, as it comes, I’ll write it in [my  planner] 

 because if I write it in pen and then it changes, I’ll be all messed up. (Interview 20, p. 6)  

Other schedule changes that occurred moved weekday courses to the weekend for some entry-

level OT graduate students. As one student shared,  
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 We were supposed to have our orthotics class on Mondays … and … because of the 

 pandemic, we've changed it. … So instead of having a normal lecture-lab weekly on 

 Mondays, which was what we signed up for, instead we’re doing mostly online lectures, 

 and then we are meeting three times in Friday [and] Saturday [in] pairs. (Interview 17, p. 

 4)  

 Entry-level OT graduate students with scheduled appointments outside of their academic 

life reported increased frustration when changes to class schedules occurred with little notice. 

One student reported feeling these changes were unfair and problematic, creating the need to call 

and reschedule other commitments.  

 I have one professor … who just keeps changing everything, and I understand it's because 

 she has [guest] speakers, but like there are some times that I like had appointments 

 planned, and she's like, sorry, this is no longer at night, now we have to do this morning 

 thing, because I know you guys all have a gap. Which is unfair to people who are 

 working … but … I have so many medical appointments that it's like I now have to call 

 three different locations and change my appointment. (Interview 25, p. 8) 

 Some colleges and universities eliminated extended breaks from class and ended the fall 

semester early in an attempt to finish coursework before the end-of-year holidays. However, this 

accelerated timeline was hurried to the entry-level OT graduate students and created extreme 

fatigue. One student described feelings at the time.  

 Right now, we don't have any like scheduled breaks. The last semester we didn't have 

 a fall break, and then we started a week early, so we were fitting four months of school 

 into three and a half. So there was like that two week extra that we were trying to fit in 
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 and we were just burnt out. So like you don't sprint a marathon, but right now we're 

 sprinting a marathon, and we're exhausted. (Interview 19, p. 12) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student endured a similar experience with moving schedules at 

the university in the fall and the spring semester.  

 In the fall, they moved … the start date forward. They moved the end day in December 

 forward, and then they took our breaks. … And then they did the same thing in this 

 semester, but the reverse, so like we started really late in January. We get out about the 

 same time, but it's because they cut out like all spring break. (Interview 24, p. 5)  

 In addition to the changes associated with academic courses, the stay-at-home orders 

accompanying the COVID-19 pandemic impeded the ability to socialize with others. For 

example, one entry-level OT graduate student reported, “Before COVID, I would go kind of 

spend time with my grandparents, and kind of get them out of the house, and we would walk 

around their development and whatnot. But I haven't seen them since March” (Interview 13, p. 

7).  

 The lack of socialization also limited entry-level OT graduate students’ ability to develop 

connections with program peers, leaving some students feeling secluded and unhappy. One 

student provided an interpretation of the experience.  

We're all lacking … social connection. … I would love to be able to like drive out and 

see friends more. I think I’d definitely be happier if I got to spend like in-person time 

with my cohort and … forming relationships. … I just know from past experience that, 

like when I’ve been in more like isolated periods of my life, I just think I’m overall less 

happy. (Interview 21, p. 14) 
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Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student limited the time spent with a significant other 

during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. The risk of contracting the virus and not 

attending lab courses contributed to the student’s decision.  

 We would visit each other more if it wasn't for COVID. He [significant other] doesn't 

 want to risk not being able to go to lab, and neither do I. We’re both in very hands-on 

 health care professions, so we need that lab time. (Interview 19, p. 14) 

 The lack of socialization that accompanied the transition to online courses also influenced 

inter-cohort relationships among entry-level OT graduate students. Students expressed difficulty 

developing comfort with each other and professors, which limited effective course discussions 

and student confidence levels. One entry-level OT graduate student described the experience as 

follows,  

 I think the more challenging thing has just been the fact that … our cohort hasn't really 

 gotten to know each other personally and do a lot of like social things that normally the 

 first years do. …It took our class a lot longer going into the first semester to just kind of 

 like speak up in class more. I think we all just kind of felt uncomfortable, and didn't know 

 each other and were obviously intimidated that like it's our first year in like a doctorate 

 program, and like you can't see our faces or anything. (Interview 21, p. 6) 

 In contrast to the difficulties many entry-level OT students faced, shifting from in-person 

to online courses lessened one student’s stress level in graduate school. The student perceived 

there was less activity in life to manage when attending class virtually. The student further 

explained,  

 Yeah, I do [perceive I can fit everything in I need to do]. … I think with like the virtual 

 classes, there's more of like a, I don't want to say like lackadaisical, like it's more like I 
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 can just kind of like lay in my bed and be in class… So I don't feel like I have to like I 

 have so much going on all the time because I just kind of like pull out my computer and 

 like I'm in class… So I almost feel like if it was just like normal times, it would be more 

 overwhelming… And so it's almost been nice in that sense, but also like I wish it was 

 back to normal. (Interview 16, p. 7) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student also described a more relaxed atmosphere with online 

classes. “Sometimes we don’t even have our cameras on, so it… can be pretty casual … on there 

[synchronous video course session]” (Interview 14, p. 3).  

  The COVID-19 pandemic impacted entry-level OT graduate students’ academic lives as 

well as their ability to work. Some businesses closed as the result of the restrictions placed on 

them. Many entry-level OT graduate students lost their jobs, which impacted their ability to 

engage in social events. As one student explained,  

 With COVID, it's just been hard. I’m used to working a few different jobs, just to try and 

 make ends meet. … Last year, I had five different jobs. … They all gave me enough 

 money to have some flexibility with what I could do [with my friends], whereas now I 

 only have two [jobs], so I have a little bit less flexibility. (Interview 19, p. 6) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student experienced a similar job loss secondary to the COVID-

19 pandemic. "I worked at Burlington’s the first semester and then Panera up until the beginning 

of summer semester, and then the pandemic hit, and that threw a wrench in everything" 

(Interview 1, p. 12). The student found another job, but it was not an ideal location and at times 

compounded the stress of entry-level graduate school.   

 [Now] I drive like 40-45 minutes, you know every time I have to… work, um, which 

 kinda comes out to be four days a week. … Figuring out a way to avoid or minimize the 
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 X factor, so traffic or an accident or terrible weather, just figuring that out [adds stress]. 

 (Interview 1, p. 6)  

  Another entry-level OT student was a cross country student-athlete and a graduate 

student. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the student’s schedule. Weightlifting sessions and 

long runs, typically scheduled and performed in a group, had to be completed independently. The 

student completed the requirements with a friend on the team to assist with accountability.  

 What I’m used to is like a structured routine. … My roommate’s on the team as well, so 

 like typically, we will do [runs] together if we can … it helps us like get out of bed a little 

 easier. And then, the lifts, we  have to do two lifts a week, and again, those are 

 independent. We're just expected to get them in. (Interview 18, p.4) 

 Conversely, the move online secondary to the COVID-19 pandemic reduced another 

entry-level OT graduate student’s test anxiety. Previously, the student listened as others 

discussed the examination content they studied, making the student question current study habits. 

The student was not exposed to these conversations online. Additionally, the student experienced 

less noise in the home environment than in the classroom, making it easier to concentrate.  

 But now also it's [anxiety] definitely decreased with more online and … the anxiety 

 around exams is so much less because I’m logging on to the lockdown browser to take 

 the exam online, and I can't hear people flipping, or I can't hear people like chattering 

 right before the exam starts of oh, do you remember what these seven steps are? ... That 

 is so much less and it’s so nice. (Interview 26, p. 9)  

 One entry-level OT graduate student reported the move online helped to learn that 

engaging in activities outside of academics would not impact grades. “I feel like having that 
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[classes] online … allowed you like, oh, I'm just gonna watch Netflix. Oh, well I did that, and it 

turned out okay like I still got everything done” (Interview 7, p. 6). 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, one entry-level OT graduate student indicated 

professors made an extra effort to maintain personal contact with students. They also provided 

information about self-care to help students cope with the move online. 

 This semester I’ve got like three professors that are every week they're posting like 

 wellness tips, self-care, or doing check-ins. … So they've really gone above and beyond, 

 really, I think, to make sure they still connect with us on a personal level. (Interview 24, 

 p. 11) 

Reflecting on Past Graduate Program Experiences Helped Students Manage Disruptions to 

Occupational Balance 

 When an occupational balance disruption occurred, entry-level OT graduate students 

described the importance of personal reflection on past and current circumstances to assist in 

viewing their circumstances differently. For example, one student initially integrated strategies 

that cohort peers used to study. Over time, the student realized the need to develop an 

individualized approach to studying in graduate school. The student learned to accept some peers 

studied longer or differently; and over time, developed self-trust in choosing study habits, 

regardless of what others were doing.  

 What works for X student is not going to work for Y student, and you need to be okay 

 with the differences. Just look at who you are as an individual, what you need to do, and 

 do it - not do what other people are doing (Interview 22, p. 11). 

 Another entry-level OT student reported a similar realization but explained it was the 

second semester of the graduate program before accepting less than perfect grades became 
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easier. The student did not believe the grades earned reflected time studying, so a lower grade 

took increased time to accept.  

 I think that was so hard for me at first. I definitely think that it really didn't come to me 

 to like be able to accept that [not earning all As] until around the second semester with 

 the neuro course. I went into that professor's office, and talked about it and just, I know 

 that was like a big point for me because it was to the point where I was almost emotional 

 about not getting the grade that I thought that I was going to because of how hard I had 

 studied and how long I had spent on it. (Interview 11, p. 10) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student discovered a lower grade in the graduate 

program signified something different from undergraduate education. In undergraduate courses, 

the student explained that students often studied material for a test and then advanced to the next 

topic, regardless of performance or understanding. In entry-level graduate school, a lower grade 

meant a student needed to review the material to ensure understanding. The need to study 

differently to learn the material adequately might be necessary.  

 If you get a lower grade it means you didn't gain some of the information, and now you 

 just need to go back and learn that information for your benefit. … In undergrad, you just 

 got the F, or … the A, and you moved on to the next exam. It wasn't about going back, 

 and really learning the information. … So it was a huge shift to be like oh this lower 

 grade or this higher grade, they represent something different. (Interview 22, p. 12) 

 Another entry-level OT student explained past high performance in undergraduate 

education informed the academic goals set in the graduate program. The student realized these 

expectations were unrealistic and also unnecessary. The student learned to relax expectations for 
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achievement in entry-level OT graduate school. The student realized future employers would not 

inquire about grades, so expecting perfection was unnecessary.  

 There were definitely times I felt anxious, and it was kind of unnecessary to have those 

 expectations for grades because when you get out of OT school, they're not going to be 

 like, so what was your GPA in OT school? (Interview 20, p. 9) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student’s understanding of occupational balance in the 

program evolved from experience with a disruption to occupational balance at the beginning of 

the program.  

 No matter how busy you kind of are as a person, you have to make time for a well-

 balanced life … In undergrad, I was pretty into fitness. Like me and my friends would go 

 to the student rec center and go to the workout groups three times a week. And then, 

 when I got here [entry-level graduate school], I didn’t do any physical activity. All I did 

 was study. I barely was like making time for like eating and socializing. Um, and I 

 realized how mentally draining and exhausted I was. I just realized like, how important it 

 is to not let one aspect of life consume your life. (Interview 6, p. 3)   

 One entry-level OT graduate student indicated gaining insight into personal capabilities 

during the first semester, which increased self-confidence and success in future courses.  

 Overcoming that first  semester when I … didn't know if I was going to pass anatomy, to 

 passing it, I was like, okay, if you got through a class that was this hard, that was this 

 much, you can get through your other classes. (Interview 12, p. 11) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student gained a similar understanding. The student stated, “I 

think once we … do it, there's like, yeah, I can do this” (Interview 4, p. 10). One entry-level OT 

student explained the difficulties experienced at the beginning of the graduate program were 
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valuable experiences. Overcoming problems increased self-confidence. After completing a 

course, the student experienced more contentment than if the process had been stress-free. “I just 

feel like grad school is such a journey that you learn so much on, that you want to struggle in the 

beginning, just so it feels so much better at the end when you finish it" (Interview 7, p. 18). 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student recognized competition with peers was no 

longer existent. Instead, studying with others provided multiple viewpoints on a topic and 

allowed students to share their strengths to enhance the group's learning.  

 But then you kind of realize that you're all in this together. And it's not really me versus 

 you. It's like, let's study together instead of studying apart so that I can get your 

 perspective on things because everyone has different perspectives on things when you 

 learn and I liked learning that I could study with my peers, instead of like competing 

 against them, so that I can get their knowledge and like their perspective on things. 

 (Interview 9, p. 10) 

 Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student developed an appreciation for the 

different backgrounds of cohort peers. The student learned to leverage the strengths of others to 

help understand the complex material instead of creating comparisons and feelings of 

competition with each other. 

 Everybody's going to have the thing that they're a little bit better at like because of their 

 experience. My cohort classmates, who … took the kinesiology undergrad, they're going 

 to excel in biomechanics and anatomy just a little bit more than me because their 

 background is just in that kind of stuff. (Interview 22, p. 10) 
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For Entry-Level Graduate Students in Different Semesters of the OT Program, How Do 

the Strategies for Managing the Student Role Change? 

 To address the third sub-question, entry-level OT students discussed how their 

occupational balance fluctuated across the graduate program. Entry-level OT students explained 

the differences in occupational balance they experienced at the beginning, middle, and end of the 

graduate program. Additionally, entry-level OT graduate students explained shifts in 

occupational balance that occurred from the beginning to the end of a single semester.  

Occupational Balance Fluctuates Within the Graduate Program Experience  

 Entry-level OT students described moving from periods of occupational balance to 

disrupted occupational balance multiple times while enrolled in the graduate program. 

Contributing to these fluctuations were unfulfilled personal expectations, decreased comfort with 

peers and instructors, intensified academic requirements, expanded responsibilities outside of 

academics, and the diminished ability to implement support strategies. Entry-level OT graduate 

students appeared more likely to experience a disruption in occupational balance when 

experiencing changes in more than one area of life or as a reaction to an external circumstance, 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, if the student did not possess adequate coping 

skills to manage the situation, the lack of occupational balance often intensified to a level 

requiring external support to shift back toward occupational balance. 

 Occupational Balance Fluctuates From the Beginning to the End of the OT 

Program. Entry-level OT graduate students discussed the differences among occupational 

balance in the first semester of the graduate program compared to subsequent semesters. 

Transition to the graduate program was challenging for students and for many reasons often 

disrupted occupational balance.  
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 The First Semester of the OT Graduate Program Creates a Disruption to Occupational 

Balance. Each entry-level OT graduate student in the study experienced an interruption in 

occupational balance; however, the reasons for the disruption were varied. For example, one 

entry-level OT student reported diminished occupational balance during the initial transition to 

the graduate program due to the differences between graduate and undergraduate professional 

and academic requirements. The time students were required to be on campus combined with 

extensive course requirements were complex changes. The student stated, “In undergrad, I had a 

lot less assignments due, and I felt like I just was in class a lot less” (Interview 6, p. 5). In 

addition, the student described that the difference in course delivery impacted stress levels.  

 Another big change was … the speed at which some of the courses moved. And not only 

 were we expected to know certain things for class, we had a quiz every class, which I 

 found to be really like nerve-wracking. (Interview 6, p. 7)  

 Another entry-level OT student reported a similar experience with the transition to 

graduate school, explaining little need to study during undergraduate education and, “it wasn’t 

until like grad school where I really had to study because everything was so new and some things 

didn’t make sense um or we were just being tested a different way than before” (Interview 4, p. 

3).  

 Several students reported feeling they should devote any free time to studying in the first 

semester of the entry-level OT graduate program. For one student, knowing subsequent 

coursework built on knowledge from the first semester intensified self-expectations for 

performance.  
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 I feel like I have to do like my absolute best with like all the assignments we have. Like I 

 have to make sure I really read through everything, or I’m not going to be able to, like, 

 move on to the next topic that we do. (Interview 8, p. 5) 

 The professional and academic standards of entry-level OT graduate programs created 

unease in students and contributed to students setting high expectations for themselves. Entry-

level OT students noted that they believed they needed to perform flawlessly with coursework 

during the first semester of the graduate program and that anything less than perfect resulted in 

feeling like a failure. One entry-level OT graduate student described this fear as follows, 

“Sometimes I was afraid of being the one that did the worst on something. I mean, there's always 

going to be that person in the class, and you kind of really never want to be that person" 

(Interview 11, p. 10). Another entry-level OT graduate student reported, “I definitely think, at 

times, I felt anxious about that, like achieving those grades. I think it like it pushed me to work a 

little harder. … There were definitely times I felt anxious” (Interview 20, p. 8).  

  The academic standards of programs also contributed to diminished occupational 

balance during the first semester of entry-level OT graduate school. Several entry-level OT 

graduate students described placing high expectations on themselves for academic success. One 

entry-level OT student reported high self-expectations throughout life that intensified as the 

result of the academic requirements of the graduate program. 

 I think some of it is just how I've always grown up. Um and just like part of my own like 

 psychology. I just I placed expectations on myself and probably other people too. But I 

 think our program also places like a really high like standard for us. I think that it's just 

 something [name of University] has. … So I think some of his school some of its just my 

 own like personality. (Interview 4, p. 6) 
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 The entry-level OT graduate student reported that even with the high personal standards, 

the student did not complete all academic tasks during the first semester. The student reported 

feeling angry and anxious about the unfinished work. “If I don't get done, then I feel 

overwhelmed, or a lot of the times I’ll be mad at myself if I didn’t like meet the high 

expectations I put on myself" (Interview 4, p. 6).  

  Another entry-level graduate student expressed a high level of stress at first in reaction to 

the requirements of the OT program with regards to the minimum grade point average along with 

the difficulty of classes. The student explained,  

 In my program, like a 79.5… if you get that or lower on an  assignment, you have to redo 

 it, whereas in like college in undergrad, even if you got a 70… that still was passing. So I 

 think it just added a little bit of anxiety to me, that like I wanted to make sure I did my 

 absolute best on everything. (Interview 6, p. 9) 

 The uncertainty that accompanied the transition to graduate school, combined with the 

minimum grade point average requirement, created an occupational balance disruption for one 

entry-level OT student. The student explained the feeling as follows,  

 Our first semester is your first semester of grad school. It’s stressful, and you just cannot 

 find time to fit all the readings and all the assignments in. You don’t know what’s going 

 on half the time, and you’re just scared that you’re going to fail out of the program. 

 (Interview 7, p. 6) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student devoted more time to academics during the first 

semester because friendships had not yet formed. The student was learning the nuances of the 

entry-level graduate program and did not have acquaintances to fill free time, so the student 

focused on schoolwork to satisfy engagement needs.  
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 I hadn’t like found my friend group. … And so I think like in order to like compensate 

 for that, like, not knowing where your place is, a lot of students will just like do [school] 

 work all the time. (Interview 16, p. 11) 

 In addition to the pressure entry-level OT students perceived from the increased course 

load and high professional and academic standards of graduate school, listening as peers 

discussed their study habits created feelings of self-doubt and caused a disruption to occupational 

balance. Entry-level OT graduate students questioned their methods of studying when they 

discovered peers studied longer or reviewed extra material before exams. One student explained,  

 So there's a lot of pressure to be like, well you know [someone else] put in five hours to  

 study for this exam, but I reviewed it in 20 minutes, and I feel confident about it, like 

 does that mean I need to put in another four and a half hours to be at the same level? 

 (Interview 22, p. 11) 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student explained that performance on an examination 

was stressful compared to that of peers. The student indicated this information added to the 

pressure to achieve “As” in graduate school, and created an occupational balance disruption.  

 The assignments [in the learning management system] will have a little bar that tells you 

 this is what the best grade in the class was, and here's what the worst grade in the class 

 was, and here's the average, and here's you. And, like, I always find myself looking at it, 

 which is probably a terrible habit, but I do anyways. You know, so yeah, I think I do set 

 high expectations. (Interview 24, p. 13) 

 The added dimension of professional behavior expectations in the graduate program increased 

the pressure to perform at a higher level than in undergraduate studies and interfered with 

another entry-level OT student’s occupational balance.  
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 And then … you also needed to make sure you're having professional behaviors. I think 

 that also scared me, like knowing that I needed to make sure that I looked like the part to 

 come to class and stuff. Um, because like I didn't have to do that in undergrad. I could 

 just kind of show up looking like whatever, um, and so that was definitely a big change 

 for me. (Interview 6, p. 7) 

 Some entry-level OT students were challenged to adapt to the structure of the graduate 

program and the mental flexibility the curriculum required of them. For example, one student 

disliked the rigidity of the graduate course schedule. Instead of registering for courses that fit 

into life, life had to fit around a dictated course schedule. The lack of control over the schedule 

created a disruption to the student’s occupational balance. 

 Your schedule is set. Sometimes you have like an hour or so in between class when you 

 can get something done. But otherwise, I feel like you're pretty much stocked with 

 classes and you figure out when to do your homework or studying around that. (Interview 

 12, p. 4)  

 One entry-level OT student described frustration with unplanned class obligations that 

arose during graduate school. In addition, the student explained the lack of advanced 

communication about changes created difficulty with planning and led to a disruption in 

occupational balance.  

 There are a lot more unexpected class obligations. … Maybe it's specifically, the way that 

 this program’s setup, but they don't always tell you about all of the fieldwork 

 requirements that are needed at the beginning of the semester. And so sometimes things 

 pop up. (Interview 17, p. 9) 
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 In contrast to most OT students, one entry-level student reported occupational balance 

improved at the beginning of graduate school. Before graduate school, living at home with an 

elderly grandparent, combined with assisting the family in running a business, afforded little 

private time. Being away from family in the entry-level graduate program allowed for 

concentration on personal needs and engagement in desired activities.  

 At home I feel like it’s a lot harder because there’s so much to do at home…. I feel like I 

 have a lot more free time in the grad school. … It’s easier for me to make time for myself 

 because …it’s just me to focus on. But when I’m at  home, it’s like I had to help my 

 mom. … My grandpa lives with us, my dad and everyone  too. And I have to watch the 

 business too that we have. (Interview 15, p. 3)  

 Being in the Middle of the OT Graduate Program Led to Improved Occupational 

Balance. Entry-level OT students described feeling more comfortable with their study methods 

and organizational skills after successful completion of the first semester of graduate school. 

They also developed confidence as students and relaxed the extreme expectations they set during 

the first semester. In addition, one entry-level OT graduate student recognized the importance of 

learning to adapt organizational methods of managing coursework to course schedules to 

enhance feeling prepared throughout the semester.  

 Every semester you kind of start out a little bit unorganized and then learn how to 

 organize and fit in the balance. I … reassess every single semester because there are 

 schedule changes, and it was definitely harder before I knew every  professor, because 

 there are definitely like differences in how you're going to do assignments and what 

 you're going to be doing, and the expectations. (Interview 11, p. 14) 
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Another entry-level OT graduate student also reported increased competence with organization 

of time and integration of activities outside of academics. The student explained,  

 Beginning of second semester, I kind of got my bearings with how grad school… 

 worked. And so then I would, while looking at my school calendar, plan things to do with 

 my friends. So knowing … I don't have a have an exam this upcoming week, but I have 

 one next week. So like let's go out to dinner with my friends and hang out with them the 

 weekend I don't have an exam. (Interview 9, p. 7) 

Similarly, a third entry-level OT graduate student reported relaxed personal expectations of 

working on academic assignments at all times outside of class. The student also found the chosen 

method of organization assisted with this process of occupational balance.  

 First semester [I] would have been like, when are you gonna get this done? How are 

 you going to get this done? And you're gonna have to stay up all night tonight to get it 

 done, kind of thing. Now, I would be like, eh, you can find time tomorrow to do it. So 

 I've definitely become more lax, but I've also become more organized in a sense. 

 (Interview 12, p. 10)  

The entry-level student reported decreased expectations for perfection contributed to feelings of 

success in the OT graduate program.  

 I think that first semester, I was very in like hyper-focus, like all or nothing mode, like 

 this has to get done. This has to be perfect. I was just like everything has to be done 

 almost perfectly in order to make it out of this alive. (Interview 12, p. 11) 

 Familiarity with course instructors and how to approach them also helped decrease 

anxiety. The entry-level OT graduate student went on to explain, “Comfort with the professors is 

there, yes, where I feel more comfortable like asking them, hey, we didn't talk about this 
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assignment now can you explain it to me or send out a broader email to class” (Interview 12, p. 

12)? 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student identified understanding a professor’s teaching 

style and preferences for completion of assignments positively contributed to occupational 

balance.  

 I think that you learn how a professor’s style is as you go, and that changes how you're 

 going to do certain assignments and the way you're going to write things, so I think … 

 [it] definitely was harder to adjust whenever I didn't know all the professors. (Interview 

 11, p. 14) 

 One entry-level OT student perceived increased confidence in later semesters of the 

graduate program due to improved organization and prioritization of academic work. These 

factors combined with improved efficiency with completing the work contributed to a healthier 

occupational balance. The student explained, “I feel like I have a better balance now (3rd 

semester), and with me being better at scheduling things and setting priorities. It’s just like less 

work, and I’m more confident in myself” (Interview 2, p. 3). 

 Improved occupational balance occurred for one entry-level OT graduate when obtaining 

the ability to retain foundational content, which allowed easier application to subsequent 

coursework. The student also developed more efficient methods for studying after the first 

semester.  

 I think in … the first semester of grad school … I was taking a lot longer to read more 

 thoroughly … I would take really detailed notes. … As I got further along in the program, 

 I realized I don't need to take all those notes because I understand what is going on. It's 

 not all new, it’s kind of more applying. (Interview 4, p. 2) 
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Connecting course material to OT practice was more stimulating than learning basic, 

introductory information for the entry-level graduate student.  

 In spring [second] semester, I think it was less of just the basic foundations of 

 occupational therapy, and more applying it, so it … felt like it was more fun, like 

 learning that kind of stuff. So I think that kind of helped, it was more interesting. 

 (Interview 4, p. 8) 

 As time went on, another entry-level graduate student indicated familiarity with the 

language of OT and retention of the information from previous semesters. As a result, the student 

spent less time looking up terms and definitions in subsequent semesters of the graduate 

program.  

 Sometimes it's not in-depth reading, especially like the further you go because it's like 

 stuff you've already kind of learned about, so it's not like you need to read every single 

 word on the page; you can kind of like skim. (Interview 7, p. 7) 

  Being at the End of the OT Graduate Program Led to Improved Occupational Balance. 

Entry-level OT students often perceived the greatest occupational balance during the last 

semesters of didactic coursework in graduate school. One student stated, “I definitely think that 

now I can organize my time and I'm able to do things and like balance my life” (Interview 6, p. 

7). The entry-level OT graduate student explained that the move from exam-based assessments 

in the early semesters to project-based assessments in later semesters improved occupational 

balance. The student finished assignments at convenient times, working around the student’s 

schedule. Additionally, the student reported the inability to identify a precise moment when 

adequate preparation for an examination occurred, whereas assignments seemed to have a 

definitive endpoint.  
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 As my program has progressed, it's [balance] shifted. The first two semesters were 

 heavily exam-based. … And then as the program has progressed, it's [assessment] moved 

 less from exams and more towards assignments. That's like less stressful because I know 

 when an assignment’s due, and I know that I if I have a big  event coming up, I can work 

 on that assignment a week ahead of time. Whereas an exam, um, even if I studied a week 

 ago, if I had an event the day before the exam, I would still  be like freaking out that … I 

 should have been like studying stuff last minute. (Interview 6, p. 6) 

Another entry-level OT graduate student reported a similar feeling. “I wasn't as nervous to start 

this [third] semester as I was like even spring [second]. I'm definitely more comfortable. I know 

what to expect” (Interview 5, p. 8). The entry-level OT graduate student further explained, “It 

[balance] gets better as the semesters go on. Everything just clicks a lot more like especially now 

that we're in our third semester” (Interview 5, p. 12).  

 One entry-level student perceived occupational balance during the fourth and final 

semester in the OT graduate program. The student attributed the feeling of occupational balance 

to enrollment in fewer credit hours than in the first semester. Additionally, fewer hours in class 

equated to a feeling of more free time, although, in reality, the decreased time in class was only 

two hours per day. The student learned to value extra time during the COVID-19 pandemic when 

without a commute to school and realized the difference the extra time made in the day. The 

student explained,  

 I feel like it [life] is [balanced] for sure. And I think it's because we have less credits this 

 semester than we did first semester. And so I know that … I don't have to stay in class for 

 three hours a day, twice a week. Like I have, it's normally like two hours of class. And so 

 that kind of allows me to have two more hours in my day, and you don't realize how 
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 much two hours is until I didn't have to drive it come COVID because I was like, I have 

 all the time in the world. (Interview 9, p. 13) 

 Another entry-level OT student explained the organization methods that evolved 

throughout the time in graduate school. For example, moving online during the COVID-19 

pandemic helped students develop a more relaxed approach to planning the day.  

 When I first came into grad school, I  planned everything by the hour. I was very like, I 

 need to know what I’m doing at all times. I think that was because we were on campus, 

 and it was so structured that like I needed that. Since going online, I’ve changed 

 completely, like the way that I plan out my day. (Interview 25, p. 6)  

 For one entry-level OT student, the success experienced in previous semesters led to 

improved belief that continuing to do well in the graduate program was possible. “I have more 

trust in myself. Um that I've that I'm able to do what like, I need to do and what's expected of me 

because I've done it throughout this whole program” (Interview 2, p. 4). Another entry-level 

graduate student emphasized that application of skills beyond the didactic classroom reinforced 

the process to become an occupational therapist. This realization improved the student’s self-

confidence. The student stated, “I think we felt smarter, because … now we know things. And 

we've seen actual patients, a little bit … We're applying what we're learning so I think … it made 

it seem a little easier” (Interview 4, p. 8).  

 One entry-level OT student perceived the need to achieve a high grade point average 

from the start of the graduate program. This opinion resulted from past experiences of competing 

with others for high grades. However, by the fourth semester, the student expressed an 

understanding that to become an occupational therapist only required successful completion of 

the coursework, fieldwork, and certification exam regardless of the grades earned.  
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 When you realize that like your GPA in grad school like isn't a thing. And that it's 

 whether you graduate, pass your fieldwork, pass your board exams. You get the same 

 letters at the end of your name, whether you got a 4.0 or 3.8. And so I think that's where 

 my mindset changed. (Interview 9, p. 11) 

Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student explained reconceptualizing the fear of failure 

over time. The student learned that poor performance did not equate to failure but simply 

indicated that expectations were not met.   

 I definitely think like coming into the program that like our whole cohort, everyone was 

 like… they needed to be perfect. … And I feel like everyone was working [at their 

 academics], like stressing so hard. They're like, oh no, like I missed this, I failed, you 

 know. And it's like you didn't really fail; you just didn't do as good as you wanted to. 

 (Interview 15, p. 6)  

 Another entry-level OT student reported time spent in a level I fieldwork setting during 

the last semester of the graduate program improved occupational balance. The student explained,  

 Right now, I feel like my life is probably the most balanced it's been since being in grad 

 school. I've really enjoyed being able to go out on fieldwork. I think that honestly, that 

 has probably brought me the most balance in my life because I'm able to see what all this 

 is working towards, and like that, I love what I've been doing. (Interview 10, p. 11) 

The entry-level OT graduate student further explained that fieldwork clarified the rationale 

behind coursework. The fieldwork helped the student to visualize the future and gain the 

importance of integrating occupational balance into life as a student.  

 This fall has just been like a weight was lifted off my shoulders like because I've been 

 able to see it and do it [OT practice during fieldwork]. And so I think like I'm able to see 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   108 
  
 

 the value of the school and the classroom and like spending the time to do the 

 assignments, but also spending the time to like take care of myself. And I found a much 

 greater balance right now than I like had had the past like three semesters. (Interview 10, 

 p. 11)    

 The confidence gained from level I fieldwork experiences improved occupational balance 

for one entry-level OT graduate student. The student reported feeling surprised by all they knew 

when participating in fieldwork. This recognition helped the student to stop worrying about 

coursework. The student realized understanding the material from the coursework would result 

in progression throughout the program.  

 Going in [to level I fieldwork] and kind of realizing how much I actually do know. … 

 And like I felt confident in myself. … So that's definitely like a booster of like like, I 

 know what I'm doing. Like, I'm good. I don't need to stress myself out. I'll get my work 

 done. … So content-wise I'm not worried because of like seeing my grades, and like 

 being in fieldwork, and kind of like having that realization. (Interview 9, p.13)  

 Other students reported feeling the most occupational balance near the end of the entry-

level OT graduate program. One student stated, “Honestly like now, as I prepare to like take 

boards and do [level II] fieldwork, for the most part, I’d say I feel like I’m in good balance" 

(Interview 18, p. 13). Another entry-level OT student attributed improved occupational balance 

to comfort with peers, professors, and knowledge of the profession toward the end of the 

graduate program. Improved efficiency with studying also contributed to the sense of 

occupational balance.  

 I think just being more comfortable with each other and with our professors. I think we 

 felt smarter because we now, we know things. … Also … I can do a lot more in a shorter 
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 amount of time versus reading a few chapters, and that taking me like a week to read the 

 chapters, take notes, and understand it. (Interview 4, p. 8) 

 In the fourth and final semester of didactic coursework, one entry-level OT graduate 

student achieved the ability to take personal time without feeling coursework was jeopardized. 

The student explained relaxing and enjoying free time would not have been possible in previous 

semesters.  

 And so that's [relaxing] something I can finally do now [final semester]. If I want to 

 watch a Netflix episode, or if I want to go to the dog park, I can turn my brain off for 30 

 to 45 minutes and actually enjoy my self-care. (Interview 7, p. 4).  

Similarly, one entry-level OT graduate student indicated an ability to relax and enjoy the 

educational experience for the first time since the start of the program by the last semester of 

coursework before level II fieldwork. The student stated, “I’m allowing myself to be comfortable 

in the situation I’m in” (Interview 1, p. 4).    

 Some entry-level OT graduate students reported feeling unproductive or having low self-

confidence proceeding into the final semester of coursework. Although one student reported 

being more relaxed in the last semester, the student also experienced feelings of forgetting to do 

something. The student stated, “I guess it's kind of like PTSD from previous semesters like 

something's due, something has to be done. And it's weird to not have that. So, I guess that's why 

I feel a little bit unproductive" (Interview 1, p. 10). The beginning of the final semester brought 

feelings of uneasiness for one entry-level OT graduate student. The student attributed the 

feelings to the unknown circumstances of the future. The student explained,  

 So like right now, [self-confidence] is a little low just because like it's a new semester. 

 We're doing new stuff right now, and I don't have feedback on anything yet. And I'm 
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 looking ahead at our objectives for level I fieldwork this semester and then like our level 

 twos and think, wow, I have to actually do real work. Not that stuff wasn’t real work 

 before, but this is like real OT work, and it feels overwhelming. (Interview 4, p. 10) 

 Occupational Balance Fluctuates From the Beginning to the End of a Semester. 

Entry-level OT graduate students reported occupational balance changed from the start to the end 

of a semester. Some students perceived improved occupational balance at the beginning of the 

semester. In addition to low academic demands at the initiation of a semester, the break between 

semesters contributed to feelings of occupational balance for one student. The student explained,  

 In the beginning of the semester, I feel like I’m on top of things. I’ve had a break leading 

 up to it, be it summer or winter break. But it’s always lighter in the beginning of the 

 semester as well. (Interview 19, p. 13) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student described organizing time during the first weeks of 

a semester. First, the student analyzed courses and determined which would be more difficult 

based on the content. Then the student estimated the time necessary to complete the associated 

work for each course. Lastly, the student planned time to study accordingly, allotting more time 

for the courses perceived to be more difficult.  

 Getting a feel for the classes the first couple weeks … for me, it's … what's harder for me 

 to understand? Like what class is going to be more difficult for me to retain the 

 information? And then I would either spend more time on that class, because I knew that 

 the other class is easier to understand the material. And so then I'd prioritize my time that 

 I do my homework with the amount of work that comes with each class, and how hard 

 the material is for me to like understand and retain. (Interview 9, p. 8) 
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 For other entry-level OT graduate students, the beginning of a semester created anxiety. 

Looking ahead at the assignments and the amount of work required for one course was daunting, 

leaving one student with feelings of insecurity about the ability to complete it. “I just get super, 

super overwhelmed…going over it all at once. It just breaks my spirit because … you just have a 

lot of moments where you’re like, I’m not going to be able to get all this done” (Interview 21, p. 

9). 

 Another entry-level OT graduate student reported improved occupational balance after 

the first weeks of a semester once course expectations were understood. The student stated, 

“Being in the middle of a semester feels good to me. Like, I know what’s coming up. I know 

what the professor expects, I know about when to expect grades back” (Interview 12, p. 12). In 

contrast, another entry-level OT graduate student perceived less occupational balance once 

midterm exams passed as the result of a heavier academic workload at the end of the semester.  

 I would say once midterms roll around is when I start feeling like I do not have enough 

 hours in the day to get everything done that I need to. Um, yeah, so I think it 

 definitely varies from week to week, and the point in the semester as well. (Interview 19, 

 p. 13) 

 One entry-level OT graduate student explained confidence improved with progression 

through a semester, which gradually decreased anxiety.  

 As the semester kind of progresses, I definitely start to feel more confident, and then I 

 can look at what's required in that, you know assignment, or what I do know for the 

 assignment right now, and just kind of see how much I've almost like grown in that 

 semester already. So I feel less anxious as a semester goes on for sure. (Interview 13, p. 

 16) 
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Similarly, another entry-level OT graduate student also described improved feelings of self-

assurance at the midpoint of a semester. The student specified comfort with the familiarity of the 

course content and expectations along with the rate of instructor feedback. The student 

explained, “being in the middle of a semester feels good to me. Like, I know what’s coming up. I 

know what the professor expects. I know about when to expect grades back” (Interview 12, p. 

12).  

 One entry-level OT graduate student described fluctuations in perceived occupational 

balance throughout a semester. The student explained occupational balance was dependent on 

the amount and quality of academic work completed. Additionally, the student identified 

procrastination with completion of assignments led to feelings of failure. The student stated,  

 It’s kind of a process. Some days yeah, you feel really confident. You’re productive and 

 you know are doing really good, and then other days you feel like you’re overwhelmed or 

 things are coming up and you’ve procrastinated on them and you’re not feeling very 

 successful. It’s just, it’s a process. … Maybe waves of like the ups and downs … it’s 

 more steady versus big high ups and way low downs. (Interview 4, p. 11)  

Summary of Results  

 The researcher discovered entry-level OT graduate students progressed through three 

phases of occupational balance during their time in the program: occupational balance, balance 

disruptions, and return to occupational balance (See Figure 1). Once an entry-level OT graduate 

student experienced a disruption to occupational balance, the student needed to acknowledge the 

disruption and experience a desire to return to balance. For instance, some students actively 

made the decision to postpone occupational balance as they viewed the disruption to be a 

temporary aspect of being in graduate school. The desire to regain occupational balance led most 
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of the students to implement a strategy to achieve balance. Examples of strategies students 

integrated to achieve occupational balance included development of an individualized plan to 

organize school work, shared experiences with cohort peers, and scheduled time for self-care.  

 At different points throughout the graduate program, entry-level OT students encountered 

people, policies, changes in roles and expectations, or events that led to a disruption in 

occupational balance. Student values and previous life experiences influenced how the students 

viewed a situation and formulated a reaction to manage the occupational balance disruption. 

Students altered the strategies they integrated for managing occupational balance disruptions 

during different periods of the entry-level OT graduate program.  

 During the initial transition to graduate school, entry-level OT students experimented 

with more strategies to mitigate the disruption to occupational balance than they did in 

subsequent semesters. As the graduate program progressed, entry-level OT students developed 

knowledge of specific strategies to successfully manage a disruption to occupational balance, 

which enabled the students to transition back to occupational balance quicker than they did in the 

first semester. One disruption that was an exception to this typical change process was the 

challenges to occupational balance experienced from the COVID-19 pandemic. The disruption 

from COVID-19 was characterized by a slow recovery of occupational balance. By the end of 

the entry-level graduate program, most OT students reported achieving a state of occupational 

balance. They learned to be proactive in the use of strategies to improve occupational balance 

and therefore experienced fewer disruptions to occupational balance.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to examine how entry-level OT students incorporated 

strategies to manage occupational balance in their role as a graduate student. Data collected 
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through interviews with 26 students enrolled in entry-level OT graduate programs were gathered 

and analyzed to inductively develop a theoretical explanation of the strategies that students used 

to achieve occupational balance. Additionally, the purpose was to determine how these 

approaches for returning to occupational balance changed when students experienced an 

alteration to life during the entry-level graduate program. The researcher also gleaned insight 

into the strategies students used to manage the student role during different semesters of the OT 

program. Table 3 lists the propositional statements developed during data analysis. These 

statements explain the relationships among the data categories of the researcher’s induced theory 

of occupational balance.  

 The researcher was not able to locate any other study employing the grounded theory 

methodology to provide a theoretical explanation of the occupational balance of entry-level OT 

graduate students. Researchers used various terms to describe the concept of balance, including 

occupational balance, life balance, and work-life balance, often interchanging the terms. 

Comparing the findings of this study to other studies proved difficult due to the inconsistent use 

of terms. Regardless, propositions that appear unique to this study include:  

• Other people in a student’s life can identify disruptions to the occupational balance of 

students 

• Experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic created traumatic disruptions that significantly 

challenged occupational balance and required altered strategies to manage  

• Reflecting on past entry-level OT graduate program experiences helped students manage 

disruptions to occupational balance 

The findings from this study have implications for OT students and educators. A specific focus 

on the phases of occupational balance experienced, the contexts that influence occupational 
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balance, and the strategies integrated to overcome a disruption to occupational balance   

throughout an OT program may benefit students and educators.  

How Do Entry-Level Students in OT Incorporate Strategies to Manage Occupational 

Balance in Their Role as a Student in the Graduate Program? 

 Entry-level OT graduate students interviewed for this study expressed various meanings 

they attributed to occupational balance and its importance in their lives. The life experiences 

brought into the entry-level OT graduate program prompted how students viewed occupational 

balance. Matuska and Christiansen’s (2008) model of lifestyle balance supports the findings in 

this study that past events influence current views of occupational balance. Although they did not 

discuss occupational balance specifically, the authors suggested that lifestyle balance exists as a 

range of occupations a person engages in throughout life, expecting variability in the degrees of 

satisfaction from the experiences.  

 Similarly, the personal values the entry-level OT graduate students expressed in the 

present study contributed to maintaining a state of occupational balance. Entry-level OT graduate 

students who had the value of balance instilled in them during the formative years demonstrated 

a desire to remain occupationally balanced. Eklund et al. (2017) also discovered a relationship 

between engaging in occupations that support personal values and reported occupational balance. 

Eklund et al. (2017) provided evidence of the connection among a person’s inherent personal 

values, choice of occupations, and sense of occupational balance. Matuska and Christiansen 

(2008) also discussed the importance of engaging in valued occupations, explaining that they 

contribute to a person’s optimistic view of self and perceived lifestyle balance. Wagman et al. 

(2021) added that occupational balance is a subjective term and can vary significantly among 

people depending on the personal meanings a person ascribes to the term.  
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 All of the entry-level OT graduate students interviewed for this study described a 

disruption to occupational balance during the program. Several OT students expressed an 

understanding that the situation was temporary and was an expected part of the graduate program 

experience. The OT students perceived their balance would return to a more acceptable state 

upon graduating and embarking on a career as an occupational therapist. They expressed the 

belief that the short-term disruption was tolerable. Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) conducted a 

study of MOT students during the first semester of the graduate program and reported students 

were willing to surrender some of their occupational balance for the short period of graduate 

school. Matuska and Christiansen (2008) suggested that people who are satisfied with how they 

use their time and are working toward important personal goals may perceive they are balanced 

even when devoting a disproportionate amount of time to one occupation. Similarly, Yazdani et 

al. (2018) emphasized that occupational balance is a constantly changing process and is 

dependent upon several factors, including “stage of life” (p. 295). Entry-level OT graduate 

students may perceive they are occupationally balanced even when managing rigorous academic 

workloads because they expect to spend the majority of time on schoolwork at this stage of life.  

 Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) reported findings that OT students in their study 

conveyed the ability to identify when the anxiety of the graduate program interfered with 

personal relationships and academic performance. Most entry-level OT graduate students 

interviewed for the present study stated they recognized when they were experiencing a 

disruption to occupational balance. This recognition enabled students in the present study to 

implement one or more strategies to overcome the disruption and return to a state of occupational 

balance. Similarly, Van Veld et al. (2018) conducted a study with students in the first year of a 

doctor of physical therapy (DPT) program. The authors discovered that students who were 
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conscious of negative feelings about the graduate program could think intentionally about the 

positive aspects of their experience. Changing their thought process helped the students 

proactively modify their current circumstances to promote a positive outlook. A unique finding 

of the present study was that occasionally an OT student could not identify a disruption to 

occupational balance and required input from family, friends, or faculty to realize a change was 

necessary. 

 Entry-level OT graduate students in the present study who experienced a disruption to 

occupational balance implemented various strategies to return to a state of occupational balance. 

The data analysis of the strategies students utilized resulted in five categories and are used to 

organize the discussion:  

• adapting methods to effectively and efficiently learn 

• using support systems 

• participating in multiple occupational roles 

• making time for self-care 

• knowing when to seek professional assistance 

Entry-level OT graduate students implemented distinctive strategies during various stages of the 

program depending on the circumstance causing the disruption. Students utilized a trial-and-error 

approach to select a strategy at the start of the program. Students were able to reflect on past 

experiences and incorporate a strategy that was successful previously as they progressed through 

the program.  

Students in OT Adapted Methods for Learning to Improve Their Effectiveness and Efficiency

 Students interviewed for this study discussed the importance of developing a system to 

organize coursework in the entry-level OT graduate program that fit their unique style and 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   118 
  
 

habits. They explained that trying to adopt another student’s method of organizing school work 

was not helpful, and often, the method used in undergraduate education also was inadequate. 

Coursework organization, including any preparatory work, assignment due dates, and test dates, 

helped students distribute time among their courses. A system of organization also ensured 

students allotted sufficient time to lengthier assignments. For some students, a good method of 

organizing also helped students integrate socialization and self-care into their schedules without 

feeling they were subtracting from their academic work.  

 Malek-Ismail and Krajnik’s (2018) findings supported the concept of developing an 

individualized organization system. The authors discovered that entry-level OT graduate students 

changed the way they organized their time from general to more detailed schedules to improve 

occupational balance (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018). Likewise, Matuska and Christiansen 

(2008), in their model of lifestyle balance, discussed how chosen occupations need to help a 

person to “organize their time and energy in ways that enable them to meet important personal 

goals and renewal” (p. 11). The researcher of the present study deduced that when OT students 

were able to organize time to increase their graduate school success, they reported improved 

occupational balance.  

 Students in the present study also expressed the need to adapt their study habits in entry-

level OT graduate school. For example, several students explained memorizing material led to 

success in their undergraduate education but was not adequate for graduate school. Malek-Ismail 

and Krajnik (2018) reported similar findings in their study. Entry-level OT graduate students 

reported poor study practices in their undergraduate education because recall of information was 

sufficient for a test (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018).  
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 Students in the present study identified the need to learn the material to apply it in current 

and future classes in the entry-level OT graduate program and later as they transitioned to 

practice. Determining how to learn and retain material was an arduous process that OT students 

navigated throughout the first semesters of graduate school. Once they established a method that 

worked, they could apply this approach across their graduate courses. Although learning new 

methods for studying was stressful, students saw the value in retaining information to enhance 

their future careers as occupational therapists. In addition, entry-level OT graduate students 

perceived the material as more relevant than their undergraduate education. Malek-Ismail and 

Krajnik (2018) found that entry-level OT graduate students demonstrated “intrinsic motivation 

and perceived [graduate] school as valuable and worth their time and effort” (p. 14). In addition, 

Matuska and Christensen (2008), in their model of lifestyle balance, suggested a person’s 

occupations should lead to feelings of competence. In the present study, entry-level OT graduate 

students who could integrate effective study methods to learn the academic concepts experienced 

success and increased confidence.  

Using Support Systems 

 Like Govender et al. (2015), entry-level OT graduate students in the present study 

depended on the support of other people in their lives when they experienced an occupational 

balance disruption. Some students relied on peers intrinsic to and extrinsic to the entry-level OT 

graduate program to assist with difficult situations (Tompkins et al., 2016). Other students 

discussed their experiences of balance disruptions with family, supervisors, or faculty members. 

Van Veld et al. (2018) noted that DPT students in the first year of a doctor of physical therapy 

program commonly sought family and friends to ask advice or express frustrations with the 
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program (Van Veld et al., 2018). Hearing another person’s perspective on a situation often 

helped the DPT students shift their mindset toward a more positive outlook.  

 Several entry-level OT students interviewed for this study discussed the importance of 

parental support during their time in graduate school. Similarly, Tompkins et al. (2016) reported 

students perceived family as being one of the strongest supports for graduate school. Malek-

Ismail and Krajnik (2018) also reported entry-level OT students in their study perceived family 

as a vital support system in graduate school. Parents of students included in the present study 

encouraged and demonstrated an unrelenting belief in their child that increased self-confidence 

to continue in the program, even when students believed they could not succeed. When entry-

level OT graduate students in the present study experienced an occupational balance disruption 

resulting from an unexpected grade, family were nonjudgmental and provided a different 

perspective to assist with understanding the situation. In the present study, students also 

explained their family emphasized self-care and helped them realize the need to engage in 

activities outside of academics.  

 Entry-level OT graduate students interviewed for this study expressed the importance of 

relationships with faculty members. Some OT students perceived faculty to be intimidating at 

first, but most stated faculty assisted students with the transition to graduate school. Connecting 

with a faculty advisor was especially important to students who did not know anyone else in their 

cohort. Van Veld et al. (2018) noted first-year entry-level DPT students reported seeking faculty 

support more in the second and third semesters of the program compared to the first semester. 

Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) also described the benefits of faculty assistance with the 

transition to entry-level OT graduate school. Students in the first semester of an MOT program 
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perceived faculty were supportive and genuinely concerned about their well-being (Malek-Ismail 

& Krajnik, 2018). 

  Entry-level OT graduate students in the present study expressed a sense of reassurance 

with the knowledge that faculty were available to discuss course content and assignments. 

Consultation with faculty provided students with confidence as they navigated unfamiliar 

coursework. Schmidt and Hansson (2018) conducted a literature review with discovery that 

faculty support positively influenced a student’s commitment to the academic work, 

consequently benefiting the student’s outlook. Rummell (2015) examined students in a graduate 

psychology program and found students who perceived a “greater connection and mentorship 

with faculty” had increased positive perceptions of the program (p. 394). One entry-level OT 

graduate student in the present study observed a faculty member model occupational balance, 

which provided the student with the confidence to set boundaries and practice self-care. 

Tompkins et al. (2016) concluded that a method to improve graduate student appreciation for 

self-care is to model the practices for them. In another study, first-semester entry-level OT 

graduate students observed an incongruence between self-care teachings in their program and the 

actual practice among the faculty (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018). 

 Some entry-level OT graduate students in the present study perceived a lack of support 

from faculty that contributed to occupational balance disruptions. Students reported faculty 

seemed unaware of the stress students experienced as they entered entry-level graduate school. 

Faculty often compounded an occupational balance disruption with overwhelming amounts of 

information. Faculty often seemed narrowly focused on the course they were teaching instead of 

considering examination and project due dates that may coincide with those of other courses. 

This finding was similar to that of another study that explored the perceptions of first-semester 
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entry-level MOT students. The MOT students indicated they believed faculty intentionally 

scheduled assignments to be due simultaneously (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018). One student in 

Malek-Ismail and Krajnik’s (2018) study explained faculty listened to mental health concerns of 

students but did not offer any assistance for success. The results of a study conducted with 

students in a graduate psychology program also supported this finding (Rummell, 2015). Forty 

percent of students surveyed for the study reported faculty in their program did not respect their 

opinion. Rummell (2015) also found students desired an improved relationship with faculty in 

their graduate program. In the present study, other entry-level OT graduate students reported 

faculty frequently do not honor their posted office hours, leaving students feeling overlooked.  

 In the present study, students in entry-level OT graduate programs described peer 

relationships as crucial to survival in the program. Peers understood the demands of the graduate 

program and could provide encouragement and suggestions relevant to the circumstances. 

Eklund et al. (2017) supported this finding that supportive social networks can improve 

participation in occupations and contentment with occupational balance. Malek-Ismail and 

Krajnik (2018) also noted entry-level OT cohort peers to be the primary support for first-

semester MOT students as they shared the same experiences and could relate to student 

emotions. Govender et al. (2015) reported one of the most common coping mechanisms OT 

graduate students used to manage stress was social support.  

 In the present study, socialization with peers outside of the entry-level OT graduate 

program was important. Peers outside of the graduate program provided a distraction from 

academics that helped students engage in self-care practices. Tompkins et al. (2016) supported 

the importance of peers outside of the graduate program. They ascertained that graduate students 
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perceived the support they received from cohort peers and those outside of their program as 

equally important in their success (Tompkins et al., 2016). 

 At times, entry-level OT graduate students in the present study reported that their cohort 

peers contributed to an occupational balance disruption when they voiced complaints about the 

program or projected their stress onto other students. Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) also 

reported some entry-level OT graduate students expressed beliefs that cohort peers contributed to 

increased stress, although this finding was not a significant theme that emerged from their study. 

They explained some students imagined “excessive worrying over class work was contagious” 

(Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018, p. 13). These authors (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018) described 

group work as distracting to students, compelling some to separate from their peers and select 

solo work instead. Similarly, Schmidt and Hansson (2018) performed a literature review to 

examine doctoral students’ well-being and discovered students could view peers as a support as 

well as an additional stressor. 

Participating in Multiple Occupational Roles 

 Students in entry-level OT graduate programs interviewed for the present study discussed 

engagement in multiple occupational roles and the meaning to their occupational balance. 

Students expressed the belief that engagement in more than one role contributed to identity and 

helped them trust their identity was more than being a graduate student. Following a content 

analysis of existing literature completed in 2017, researchers identified a theme of occupational 

balance as having a “mix of occupations” (Eklund et al., 2017, p. 47), which demonstrates 

support for students to engage in more than one occupational role. 
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Making Time for Self-Care 

 Students in entry-level OT programs interviewed for the present study indicated that they 

gained an appreciation for self-care throughout their graduate program. Several reported ignoring 

personal needs during the first semester of the graduate program, and were often overwhelmed 

with the rigor and expectations of their program. Van Veld et al. (2018) reported a similar 

finding in students in an entry-level DPT graduate program during their first semester of 

graduate school. The DPT students reported that the time they spent in exercise decreased the 

first semester, stating they believed that all free time needed to be devoted to academics (Van 

Veld et al., 2018). Over time, entry-level OT graduate students in the present study learned the 

value of self-care, including leisure and socialization. They used personal time to cope with the 

stressors of graduate school. Van Veld et al.’s (2018) finding supported the importance of 

student engagement in self-care. After the first semester, they reported that DPT students 

increased their engagement in exercise as a coping mechanism to mitigate the stress of graduate 

school.  

 Schmidt and Hansson (2018) supported the importance of engaging in self-care practices 

during graduate school. They discovered that doctoral students engaged in exercise, yoga, and 

self-reflection as coping mechanisms for graduate school. In a model of lifestyle balance, 

Matuska and Christiansen (2008) stressed that a balanced lifestyle should include occupations 

that are “healthful, meaningful, and sustainable” (p. 11). Integrating self-care into life is 

beneficial to the physical and mental health of students. Cino (2016) reported that nursing 

students who made time for personal self-care had improved family relationships (p. 15). The 

findings of these studies support the addition of self-care promotion in graduate program 

curricula.  
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 A study investigating self-care practices among psychology graduate students indicated 

sleep hygiene decreased stress levels, but a relationship between engagement in exercise and 

lower stress was nonexistent (Myers et al., 2012). This finding contradicted the present study 

because entry-level OT graduate students specifically discussed finding time to exercise as a 

consistent form of self-care.   

Knowing When to Seek Professional Assistance 

 Some of the students interviewed for the present study mentioned seeking professional 

assistance to manage anxiety during entry-level OT graduate school. They pursued counseling 

services indicating discussion of obstacles and concerns with an impartial third party was 

beneficial. Van Veld et al. (2018) noted that DPT students sought counseling services after the 

first semester of entry-level graduate school. In the present study, other students obtained 

medication to help manage panic attacks and anxiety. Other students in the present study 

required counseling and medication to successfully navigate the rigor of graduate school.  

What are the Differences in the Occupational Balance Strategies of Entry-Level OT 

Graduate Students Who Report High, Medium, and Low Occupational Balance? 

  Entry-level OT graduate students completed the OBQ11 during the informed consent 

process (Håkansson et al., 2020; P. Wagman personal communication, May 11, 2020). During 

the interview process, 19 out of 22 students indicated they believed their life was occupationally 

balanced; however, scores on the OBQ11 varied. When the students completed the 

questionnaire, they answered 11 questions about current occupational balance. Some of the 

questions related to satisfaction with the variability of occupations and the amount of time spent 

in relaxation. The possibility exists that even though students spent a majority of their time on 

academic work and did not relax as much as they would like, the students still perceived 



STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF OCCUPATIONAL BALANCE   126 
  
 

occupational balance at this particular point in time when they completed the questionnaire. 

Anaby et al. (2010a) suggested occupational balance and occupational imbalance “are not two 

opposing attributes, but are two distinct dimensions that can co-exist” (p. 285).  

 The researcher postulates from the results of the present study that student lives are 

dynamic and influenced by multiple contexts at any given point during the entry-level OT 

graduate program. The results led the researcher to determine that personal values, past 

experiences, program requirements, internal contexts, external contexts, and student support 

systems provide meaning to feelings of balance and underscore the importance of strategies 

students use to mitigate occupational balance disruptions. Myers et al. (2012) suggested that 

personality and beliefs about self-care practices influence self-care and stress levels. These 

dynamically changing variables are distinctive to the person, demonstrate the fluctuations in 

occupational balance, and contribute to difficulty measuring occupational balance (Myers et al., 

2012). However, measuring occupational balance at specific points in time and considering 

simultaneous contextual factors may provide insights into the impact of current circumstances on 

perceived occupational balance (Myers et al., 2012). 

 Similar to the present study, Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) concluded that students 

move through periods of imbalance and balance as they transition from undergraduate to 

graduate education. However, Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) did not quantify occupational 

balance using the OBQ or study students after the first semester of graduate school; therefore, 

comparing the present study to the results these authors found was not possible beyond the first 

semester.  

 The researcher of the present study only discovered one study investigating the use of the 

OBQ11. The researchers in that study examined the construct validity of the OBQ11 (Håkansson 
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et al., 2020). The researcher in the present study did not examine the quality of the instrument 

but categorized the participant responses into high, medium, and low categories to compare and 

contrast occupational balance strategies across the three groups. Additionally, other researchers 

used the original OBQ to examine persons from a more extensive age range (Håkansson et al., 

2020; Wagman & Håkansson, 2014b; Yu et al., 2018) or with a specific diagnosis, such as 

rheumatoid arthritis (Wagman et al., 2020). Two exceptions were studies addressing the 

occupational balance in adults in Sweden (Wagman & Håkansson, 2014a) and health 

professionals in Sweden (Wagman et al., 2017). The authors did not find any significant 

differences among summed scores on the OBQ; however, Wagman and Håkansson (2014a) 

reported a significant positive correlation among three specific items on the OBQ and self-rated 

health and life satisfaction. These findings suggest that individual OBQ items may provide more 

useful information about managing occupational balance than the summed scores.  

What Happens to the Way Entry-Level OT Graduate Students Manage Occupational 

Balance When They Experience a Change in the Expectations of Their Student Role or 

Other Life Roles? 

 Students in entry-level OT graduate programs interviewed for this study discussed 

several changes in their life roles that disrupted occupational balance. One of the changes was 

paid employment. Students secured a job for various reasons, including the necessity to afford 

living expenses. Backman (2004) suggested that occupational imbalance occurs when necessary 

and desired occupations intersect. These occupations can impede each other when an OT student 

does not allot enough time to entirely engage in one or both of them. If work interferes with the 

completion of academic work, a disruption to occupational balance may occur.  
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  Entry-level OT graduate students in the present study experienced other life roles that 

included planning for the birth of a child, caring for an ill family member, and assuming 

household responsibilities, all of which led to an occupational balance disruption. Yazdani et al. 

(2018) confirmed this finding by discussing potential causes of occupational balance disruptions, 

including “role imbalance, responsibilities, and priorities at present” (p. 293). These contextual 

factors diminish a person’s control and may interfere with personal goals, disrupting 

occupational balance. 

 Students in entry-level OT graduate programs interviewed for the present study indicated 

the COVID-19 pandemic was one of the major disruptions to occupational balance they 

experienced in school. Students experienced stress and anxiety when the COVID-19 pandemic 

began, similar to when they first transitioned to entry-level OT graduate school. Identifying an 

occupational balance disruption of equal or higher magnitude to the disruption that occurred 

during the initial transition to the entry-level graduate program was a unique finding to the 

present study. Previous authors did not discuss a major disruptive event like the COVID-19 

pandemic for students in OT programs or in any other disciplines. Additionally, the researcher of 

the present study did not locate any studies investigating entry-level OT graduate student 

reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic. Students in the present study had to change their method 

of organization when the mode of delivery switched to virtual rather than in-person instruction. 

Students reported that they had to develop new study habits because their previous habits were 

no longer adequate. Mitschke et al. (2021) reported graduate students experienced personal 

challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic, including “higher levels of stress, feeling 

overwhelmed with responsibilities, and having difficulty concentrating on their classwork” (p. 

51).  
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 The unpredictability of changes when campuses closed and academic courses moved 

online was an overwhelming experience. Kee (2021) conducted a qualitative study to investigate 

the experiences of students in graduate programs during the COVID-19 pandemic. Kee (2021) 

reported students perceived a loss of control in their lives when governors across the country 

enacted stay-at-home orders. The author also noted that graduate students experienced 

heightened anxiety over the unpredictable nature of the move online (Kee, 2021). In addition, 

social isolation created a barrier to support systems, and many activities for self-care were no 

longer possible. Other authors also discovered that decreased interaction with others, including 

graduate program peers, created psychological disturbances for students (Varadarajan et al., 

2021).  

 Students in the present study enjoyed attending in-person classes as in-person attendance 

helped them focus on the course material and enabled the ability to distance themselves from the 

many distractions in their homes. As Kee (2021) reported, graduate students perceived face-to-

face courses helped them stay organized, promoted peer relationships, and improved course 

content discussions. Entry-level OT graduate students perceived their study habits and 

organization methods were no longer adequate, and planning was impossible due to the ongoing 

changes occurring in their academic lives when courses moved online. Several OT students 

expressed beliefs that a boundary between their academic and personal lives was nonexistent 

because their home became their classroom. Kee (2021) found graduate students believed the 

COVID-19 pandemic disrupted their work-life balance as they were using their homes for their 

personal and academic lives. In the present study, focusing on a lengthy online class or 

demonstrating the discipline to complete academics was difficult for some OT students. 
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Similarly, Octaberlina and Muslimin (2020) reported students conveyed that the number of 

distractions in their homes was a barrier to online learning.  

 Conversely, some entry-level OT graduate students in the present study reported 

improved occupational balance with the move to online learning. For example, several entry-

level OT graduate program students explained their commute was abolished. Students perceived 

they had more time to get homework completed because they did not have to engage in self-care 

routines to attend class in person. Varadarajan et al. (2021) also reported positive outcomes of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, including increased time for learning, self-care, time with family, and 

decreased time commuting to attend class. 

  Students in the present study expressed the importance of personal reflection to assist in 

returning to occupational balance following a disruption. A finding unique to the present study 

was that students reflected on past experiences in the entry-level OT graduate program to help 

formulate appropriate responses to occupational balance disruptions. They also discussed 

changing their perspective away from seeking perfection and toward integrating personalized 

approaches to studying to improve performance in graduate school. Malek-Ismail and Krajnik 

(2018) stated entry-level OT graduate students demonstrated increased accountability for their 

actions by the end of the first semester of graduate school. Additionally, they explained that 

students realized they still could become an occupational therapist with less-than-perfect 

academic performance (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018).  

For Entry-Level Graduate Students in Different Semesters of the OT Program, How Do 

the Strategies for Managing the Student Role Change? 

 Occupational therapy students interviewed for the present study experienced varying 

levels of occupational balance throughout their time in the entry-level graduate program. 
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Students identified causes of occupational balance disruptions that included the start of the 

graduate program and the start of a new semester within the program. Personal responsibilities, 

comfort level with peers, and external circumstances influenced whether students experienced a 

disruption and the success with which they were able to integrate a strategy to return to a state of 

occupational balance.  

 Occupational therapy students in the present study overwhelmingly described the first 

semester of the entry-level graduate program as the semester that caused the most occupational 

balance disruption. Students experienced new academic requirements and unfamiliar course 

structures and assessments in the first semester. Malek-Ismail and Krajnik (2018) confirmed that 

students reported a high level of life imbalance in the first semester of the OT graduate program 

(p. 8). Rummell (2015) also concluded students in graduate psychology programs experienced 

the heaviest academic workloads and the most stress in the earlier years of graduate school (p. 

394). This finding contrasts with Govender et al. (2015), who discovered fourth-year OT 

graduate students reported the most stressors in the entry-level graduate program. In the present 

study, most of the OT students in the first semester managed disruptions initially through trial 

and error of various strategies they developed or other people suggested. Occupational therapy 

students in the first semester discussed spending increased time on academics, which translated 

to little time for self-care or leisure. They also perceived a lack of time to develop social 

connections, contributing to occupational balance disruptions.   

 As entry-level OT graduate students in the present study learned to navigate graduate 

courses and developed relationships with peers and professors in later semesters, occupational 

balance disruptions lessened. Phillips (2010) supported this finding in a grounded theory study 
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investigating the stressors of nurse anesthetists. The author found stress levels lessened and 

coping skills improved as students progressed through the graduate program (Phillips, 2010).  

 In the present study, several entry-level OT graduate students described the beginning of 

a semester as disruptive due to exposure to new course content and new instructors. However, 

OT students became more comfortable with faculty and graduate program expectations as each 

semester progressed. Van Veld et al. (2018) discussed similar findings in their study. Students in 

a DPT program reported increased confidence in their ability to respond to stressful situations in 

the entry-level graduate program as they progressed through three consecutive semesters (Van 

Veld et al., 2018). Most entry-level OT graduate students in the present study perceived balanced 

lives by the end of the program. They reported increased time for socialization and self-care 

activities.  

Theory of Occupational Balance 

 The researcher of the present study created a new theory of occupational balance for 

entry-level OT graduate students using a grounded theory approach. See Figure 1. The meaning 

of occupational balance is unique to each OT student based on personal values and life 

experiences. Occupational therapy students experienced micro and macro influences to 

occupational balance throughout their time in an entry-level graduate program. Whether a 

disruption occurs from these influences depends on the combination of various contextual factors 

the students may experience at the time of the occurrence. See Figure 2.  

  Entry-level OT graduate students must identify their situation and its influence when 

occupational balance is disrupted. Students analyze situations either without help or with the 

assistance of others. Once the students are aware of the disruption in occupational balance, they 

must desire to return to a state of occupational balance and then consciously determine to do so. 
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Recall that some students accepted occupational balance disruptions as acceptable because 

engagement in education was temporary. The return to occupational balance occurs through 

various strategies based upon the magnitude of the disruption and whether the students 

experienced something similar in the past. Finally, the students remain in a state of occupational 

balance until another disruption occurs as long as they continue implementing their chosen 

strategies. At that point, when another occupational balance disruption occurs that challenges the 

effectiveness of current strategies, the process of identifying the disruption, implementing new or 

modified strategies, and returning to occupational balance begins again. See Figure 1. 

 The researcher did not find any other grounded theories in the literature of occupational 

balance in entry-level OT graduate students. A majority of the research on occupational balance 

focused on the concept of occupational balance (Westhorp, 2003) or on various definitions of 

occupational balance (Eklund et al., 2017; Yazdani et al., 2018). Other authors explored self-care 

practices graduate students used to assist in stress management (Myers et al., 2012) or described 

the role of coping mechanisms in altering stress levels in students enrolled in helping disciplines 

(Enns et al., 2018). However, the authors of these studies did not discuss occupational balance or 

life balance.  

 There was one study where the authors investigated the occupational balance of entry-

level OT graduate students (Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018). However, the authors interviewed 

students only in the first semester of an entry-level OT graduate program. They did not develop a 

theory of occupational balance, but their data analysis provided evidence that students 

experience different stages of occupational balance in the first semester of the graduate program 

(Malek-Ismail & Krajnik, 2018).  
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 Results of the present study advance the information from Malek-Ismail and Krajnik 

(2018) with the researcher able to identify specific strategies entry-level OT graduate students 

used to regain occupational balance. The researcher also was able to ascertain the role of faculty 

in the occupational balance of students. Furthermore, some students in the present study were 

unable to independently identify the need to make a change to return to occupational balance, a 

unique finding of this study. Another distinctive finding is that students who experienced a 

disruption to occupational balance may reflect on strategies used in the past to help them regain 

occupational balance. Lastly, the COVID-19 pandemic created an unexpected disruption such 

that most students described the resulting occupational balance disruption as difficult to manage. 

The information gleaned from students regarding the strategies to return to balance after a major 

disruptive event is also an original finding of this study.  

 The researcher of the present study found that entry-level OT graduate students desired to 

engage in various occupations as a method to ascertain occupational balance. Additionally, 

participation in additional occupations outside of their student role promoted happiness and 

occupational balance. These findings align with Westhorp’s (2003) concept of occupational 

balance that people engage in multiple occupations to promote “health and well-being” (p. 103). 

Students in the present study conveyed the importance of determining the occupations in which 

they engaged to improve occupational balance. Westhorp (2003) also discussed the value of 

people controlling how to divide their time among occupations. Westhorp (2003) concluded 

people needed to engage in occupations that involve mental, physical, social, emotional, and 

spiritual components. In contrast, entry-level OT graduate students in the present study did not 

discuss spirituality specifically as it relates to occupational balance, except as an indirect 

reference.  
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 Westhorp (2003) did not discuss disruptions to occupational balance, but provided a 

model for achieving occupational balance. Westhorp (2003) discussed the need for a person to 

decide on essential occupations and how to engage in them by saying “yes” or “no” to activities. 

Results from the present study supported this concept in Westhorp’s (2003) model. Entry-level 

OT graduate students in the present study often reported the belief that academics were most 

important and thus did not have the option to say “no” to academic work. However, a focus on 

academics often led to an occupational balance disruption. As a result, students discovered they 

needed to say “yes” (Westhorp, 2003) to more self-care activities and other occupations if they 

desired to return to a state of occupational balance. Westhorp (2003) also described that a person 

must consider the effect of “environmental change” (p. 105) as needed at any point in the cycle 

to achieve occupational balance. Similarly, the results from the present study led the researcher 

to suggest that micro and macro contexts pressure a student to achieve occupational balance as 

indicated in the conditional/consequential matrix described earlier and shown in Figure 2.  

 Matuska and Christiansen (2008) support the present study in their model of lifestyle 

balance. The authors discussed five aspects of occupations that lead to the perception of a 

balanced lifestyle. In their model, the authors explained that a person’s choice of occupations 

must meet basic human needs, offer possibilities for developing relationships with others, 

encourage feelings of self-confidence, promote meaning in life, and assist in meeting self-

established objectives (Matuska & Christiansen, 2008). Aligning with Matuska and 

Christiansen’s (2008) model, entry-level OT graduate students in the present study reported 

occupational balance disruptions when they could not engage in self-care practices or interact 

with peers or family. They also experienced disruptions when they did not perform as well as 

they expected on an academic assignment or discovered their method of organization was 
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inadequate to achieve their goals. Matuska and Christiansen (2008) did not discuss what happens 

when a disruption to lifestyle balance occurs nor did they provide strategies to achieve or regain 

the perception of lifestyle balance. Like Westhorp (2003), Matuska and Christiansen (2008) 

acknowledged that the environment might influence a person’s occupational engagement. The 

authors explained that this environmental influence might affect lifestyle balance; however, they 

did not provide specific strategies a person could implement if a disruption to lifestyle balance 

occurred.  

Study Limitations  

 In the present study, the sample of 26 participants included students from seven 

universities; however, all universities were in the Midwest; therefore, the results may not apply 

to entry-level OT graduate students in other parts of the country. Sampling students from other 

parts of the country may produce a theory with propositions of occupational balance other than 

the ones derived in this study. Students were from different types of entry-level OT graduate 

programs, including masters and doctoral levels. In addition, students entered their entry-level 

OT graduate program at different points of their academic career, including direct entry as first-

year undergraduate students and post-baccalaureate students. Sampling students from one type of 

program may produce results specific to the program that would not apply to other educational 

levels, such as post-professional. Lastly, sampling of students occurred from various points in 

their entry-level OT graduate program from the first semester through the end of their program. 

Sampling students who are at the same place in their program may provide insights into how 

occupational balance varies across programs at specific points in the program.  

 The researcher is an occupational therapist and works as a program director of an MOT 

program at a small university in the Midwest. The researcher interacts with students daily and 
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discusses occupational balance in class and during advising sessions with students. As a result of 

these two facts, the researcher’s bias toward occupational balance as a useful concept may have 

unintendedly influenced the data collection and analysis processes. However, the researcher took 

steps to mitigate this personal bias during data collection and analysis, including using a 

reflective journal, establishing an audit trail, and writing memos. Additionally, 13 participants 

were current students at the university where the researcher works. As outlined in the method 

section, the researcher took steps to avoid coercion of these students during the data collection 

portion of this study; however, because participants were current students in the program, they 

may not have been forthcoming with information.  

Implications for Education and Research 

 This study may benefit students in entry-level OT graduate programs, administrators, and 

faculty of those programs. Understanding student occupational balance and circumstances that 

can cause disruptions may help prevent disruptions from creating unmanageable stress. In 

addition, understanding strategies students can implement to return to occupational balance may 

help faculty suggest options for students who cannot self-manage an occupational disruption.  

 Students in graduate programs may benefit from using the strategies the participants 

described in this study to return to occupational balance following a disruption. The information 

presented in this paper may be beneficial especially to OT students transitioning to entry-level 

graduate school. Data analysis from this study led the researcher to suggest that entry-level 

students experience disruptions to balance that are the most difficult to manage during the first 

semester of graduate school. Graduate programs present a new way of learning, yet many 

students are not equipped with study habits to transition without increased anxiety and stress. 

Additionally, many students relocate to a new city for their graduate program and do not have an 
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easily accessible social network. Students in this study explained that time along with trial and 

error were necessary to figure out how to navigate the entry-level OT graduate program. 

Retaining occupational balance involved determining a study plan and selecting methods of 

organizing course work to manage the rigor of the program. Integrating the strategies from this 

study can provide a starting point for figuring out an effective method.  

 This researcher found that students are uncomfortable speaking with faculty about 

concerns, especially at the outset of the entry-level OT graduate program. Faculty in entry-level 

OT graduate programs focus on the required curricular standards in the courses they teach. If 

students do not communicate concerns, faculty may not realize the anxiety and stress students 

experience in the entry-level OT graduate program. The results from this study provide faculty 

with insight into students’ viewpoints and encourage faculty to initiate communication with more 

reserved students who do not contact faculty. In addition, faculty can provide OT students with 

strategies discussed in this study as suggestions for improving occupational balance after 

experiencing disruptions throughout the entry-level graduate program. Finally, faculty can 

facilitate the relationship-building of students within the program. For example, faculty can 

assign peer mentors who can assist new entry-level OT graduate students in navigating some of 

the initial challenges of starting a new program (Mitschke et al., 2021). Another suggestion is to 

host networking sessions for new cohorts so students can meet peers and build relationships 

outside of the classroom (Mitschke et al., 2021).  

 Results of the present study can inform program administrators and faculty about the 

implications of curriculum design for the occupational balance of entry-level OT graduate 

students. Accreditation standards require faculty in entry-level OT graduate programs to include 

extensive content (ACOTE, 2022). Leadership and faculty in entry-level OT graduate programs 
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often are clinicians who transition to academics and do not possess extensive knowledge in 

curriculum design (Frantz & Smith, 2013; Lockhart-Keene & Potvin, 2018). This lack of 

knowledge can lead to unevenly dispersed credit hours among semesters. Students may 

experience several courses with greater difficulty or courses with dense and complex information 

in the same semester, which may increase student stress. Faculty may not discuss adequately 

course content and requirements with other faculty in the program leading to content 

redundancies or lengthy assignments due at the same time. All of these curriculum scenarios can 

cause an occupational balance disruption for entry-level OT graduate students.  

 To assist entry-level OT graduate students’ return to occupational balance or avoid a 

disruption, faculty can plan time in class to complete assignments. Faculty meetings should 

include discussions about student behaviors that may indicate occupational balance disruptions. 

Faculty can plan curriculum retreats to review course content to ensure it is scaffolded and 

reinforced, avoiding unnecessary redundancies (Krusen, 2020). Integrating a curricular thread of 

self-care to teach OT students mindfulness techniques and other strategies may improve the 

ability of students to manage stress (Cahill, 2021). These skills may improve job satisfaction and 

quality of life once students become occupational therapists (Bodenheimer & Sinsky, 2014; 

Sikka et al., 2015). Overworked staff are more prone to errors and inconsistent attendance at 

work, which lead to decreased quality of care for service recipients (Costa, 2018). Teaching OT 

students the importance of self-care is imperative so students develop strategies to manage the 

stress that accompanies a career in healthcare (Bodenheimer & Sinsky, 2014; Sikka et al., 2015).  

 As noted throughout this study, other circumstances may arise in a student’s career that 

may create a disruption of a similar or greater magnitude as the initial transition to graduate 

school. The COVID-19 pandemic was such a disruption. Understanding the causes of disruptions 
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to occupational balance during these unexpected and disruptive situations should encourage 

faculty to automatically implement strategies to increase student retention and success.  

  Researchers should design future studies to investigate changes in student occupational 

balance across time in the entry-level OT graduate program. For example, researchers can 

interview the same students during different points in their academic program to glean further 

insight into specific strategies to help students succeed. Additionally, separating doctoral level 

student data from master-level student data may demonstrate differences in occupational balance 

among OT students in different degree programs. Similarly, investigating the occupational 

balance strategies for OT students who matriculate into entry-level graduate programs before 

completing an undergraduate degree would be beneficial.  

Conclusion 

This researcher examined how entry-level OT graduate students incorporated strategies to 

manage occupational balance in their role as a student in the entry-level OT graduate program. 

Students developed a meaning of occupational balance based on past experiences and personal 

values. Disruptions to occupational balance occurred throughout the entry-level graduate 

program and within individual semesters. Students needed to identify disruptions to occupational 

balance before they could implement a strategy to return to occupational balance. This study 

reveals several strategies OT students implemented, including adapting methods to effectively 

and efficiently learn, using support systems, participating in multiple occupational roles, making 

time for self-care, and knowing when to seek professional assistance. 
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Table 1  

Characteristics of Students by OBQ11 Scores 

 Low balance (score ≤ 
17; n = 7) 

Medium balance 
(score 18 to 23; n = 
11) 

High balance (score ≥ 
24; n = 4) 

Gap between 
undergraduate and 
graduate school 
 

n = 0 n = 3 n = 3 

Employed 
 

n = 6 n = 8 n = 4 

Reported life was 
occupationally 
balanced at time of 
interview  
 

n = 5 n = 10 n = 4 

 
Note. The total number of students who completed the OBQ11 was 22. Four students did not 

complete the OBQ11. Only data from the 22 students who completed the OBQ11 were included 

in Table 1.  
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Table 2 
 
Most Frequently Used Occupational Balance Strategies by OBQ11 Score  
 
Low balance (score ≤ 17; n = 
7) 

Medium balance (score 18 to 
23; n = 11) 

High balance (score ≥ 24; n = 
4) 

 
Shared experiences with 
cohort peers  
 

 
Shared experiences with 
cohort peers  

 

 
Shared experiences with 
cohort peers  

 
Developed individualized 
plan for organization  
 

Developed individualized 
plan for organization  

Developed individualized 
plan for organization  

Scheduled time for self-care Scheduled time for self-care Scheduled time for self-care 
 

Use free time for self-care or 
to work on homework 
 

 Used free time for self-care 
or to work on homework 
 

 Made time for friends 
 

Made time for friends 
 

 Used peer mentor Used peer mentor 
 

 Reached out to faculty for 
assistance when needed 

Reached out to faculty for 
assistance when needed 

  
Took responsibility for own 
learning  

 

  Prioritized time to balance 
time for all course work 
 

  Obtained flexible paid 
employment 
 

  Set realistic goals for 
completion and quality of 
academic work 
 

 
Note. The strategies above reflect those utilized by ≥ 50% of students with the designated 

OBQ11 score. The total number of students who completed the OBQ11 was 22. Four students 

did not complete the OBQ11. Only data from the 22 students who completed the OBQ11 were 

included in Table 2.  
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Table 3 

Propositional Statements Developed During Data Analysis 

Research question Propositional Statement Sub Propositional Statement 
How do entry-level students 

in OT incorporate strategies 
to manage occupational 
balance in their role as a 
student in the graduate 
program?  

The meaning of occupational 
balance is expressed 
through personal values 
and past life experience 

 
 

Student life experiences 
provide them a perspective 
of occupational balance 

 

  Student personal values 
assist students in 
maintaining occupational 
balance 

   
Postponing occupational 

balance for a temporary 
disruption is acceptable 

  
Occupational balance 

disruptions can be 
identified  

 
Students self-identify 

disruptions to occupational 
balance 

   
Other people in a student’s 

life can identify disruptions 
to occupational balance 

  
Students implement 

strategies to return to 
occupational balance 

 
Students in OT adapted 

methods for learning to 
improve their effectiveness 
and efficiency 

   
Students use support systems 

to assist with managing 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

  
Students seek parental 

support to assist with 
managing disruptions to 
occupational balance  
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Research question Propositional Statement Sub Propositional Statement 
 Students seek faculty support 

to assist with managing 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

 

  
Faculty who do not provide 

support to students 
contribute to occupational 
balance disruptions 

 

  
Developing and maintaining 

peer relationships assist 
students in managing 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

 
Participating in multiple 
occupational roles 
contributes to student 
occupational balance 

  Students who made time for 
self-care demonstrated the 
ability to minimize 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

   
Knowing when to seek 
professional assistance 
helped students manage 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

What are the differences in 
the occupational balance 
strategies of entry-level OT 
graduate students who 
report high, medium, and 
low occupational balance? 

  

 
What happens to the way 
entry-level OT graduate 
students manage 
occupational balance when 
they experience a change in 
the expectations of their 
student role or in other life 
roles? 

 
Changes in life roles during 

the graduate program 
influence occupational 
balance  
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Research question Propositional Statement Sub Propositional Statement 
 Experiencing the COVID-19 

pandemic created traumatic 
disruptions that 
significantly challenged 
occupational balance and 
required altered strategies 
to manage  

 

  
Reflecting on past graduate 

program experiences 
helped students manage 
disruptions to occupational 
balance 

 

 
For entry-level graduate 
students in different 
semesters of the OT 
program, how do the 
strategies for managing the 
student role change? 

 
Occupational balance 

fluctuates within the 
graduate program 
experience 

 
Occupational balance 

fluctuates from the 
beginning to the end of the 
program 

  
The first semester of the OT 

graduate program creates a 
disruption to occupational 
balance 

 

  
Being in the middle of the 

graduate program led to  
improved occupational 
balance 

 

  
Being at the end of the 

graduate program led to 
improved occupational 
balance 

 
Occupational balance 

fluctuates from the 
beginning to the end of a 
semester 
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Figure 1 
 
Phase Diagram 
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Figure 2 
 
Conditional/Consequential Matrix of Graduate Student Occupational Balance 
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Appendix A 
 

Initial Interview Guide  
 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed today. My name is Stephanie Bachman. I am a 

student at the University of Indianapolis in the Doctor of Health Science Program. I will be 

conducting this interview as a part of my final doctoral project. The responses you provide 

during the interview will be kept confidential. Your responses will be used in the data analysis, 

written paper, and presentation of the final project, but any identifying information will be 

removed. 

The purpose of this project is to learn more about the experiences of entry-level graduate 

occupational therapy students. The purpose of this interview is to gain a greater understanding of 

what it is like to be a graduate student, including the challenges and successes you have with 

being a student while managing your other life roles.  

The time frame for the initial interview will be approximately 60 minutes. Your 

participation is voluntary, and you may choose not to answer one or more questions. Upon your 

request, the interview may be terminated at any time. Do you have any questions about the 

interview or how the data will be used? 

I will be taking notes during the interview, but to ensure I accurately record all of your 

responses, I would also like to audio record the interview. The recording will be deleted 

following its written transcription per institutional IRB protocol. All identifying information will 

be omitted from the transcription. Do you mind if I record the interview? 

(If the response is “yes” I will push the record button on the cellular phone digital audio 

recorder) Thank you, I have begun recording.  
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Questions and Prompts 

Opening Question 

1. Please tell me a little bit about your background, including how long you have been a OT 

graduate student. 

Possible prompts: How much schooling had you completed before you entered graduate 

school? How much longer do you have until you graduate? 

Grand Tour Question (Spradley, 2016) 

2. Could you describe what a typical week is like for you as a OT graduate student? 

Possible prompts: Tell me about any time you might spend caring for other people or 

animals? Or the time you might spend on leisure activities or hobbies? Or the time you 

might spend in paid employment and/or volunteer work?  

Possible Mini-Tour Questions (Spradley, 2016) 

3. Tell me about how you organize your time while in OT graduate school?  

Possible prompts: Tell me more about the way you fit everything you want to do into your 

daily or weekly routine? How do you make everything work? When you make everything 

work, what words or phrases would describe that feeling? 

4. Tell me about a situation when you were unable to get everything done that you planned 

to do. How did you feel about that experience? Tell me about what you did to address the 

situation. What words or phrases would you use to describe when you can’t make things 

work? 

5. How does being in graduate school influence how you fit your daily activities together? 

(or substitute the native language that they give about words or phrases) 

Possible prompts: Tell me how your ability to get everything done changes each 
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semester? What happens? 


