SHOWCASING A TIERED PUBLIC HEALTH
OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY APPROACH
TO SUPPORTING STUDENT PARTICIPATION,
HEALTH, WELLBEING AND
SUCCESS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

FOR E WOR D

I am delighted to open this seminar Showcasing a Tiered Public
Health Occupational Therapy Approach to Supporting Student
Participation, Health, Wellbeing and Success in Higher
Education, which was funded by the National Forum for the
Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education.
The presentations being shared online during the seminar and
the accompanying service story booklet, edited by the seminar
convenor Dr. Eithne Hunt, clearly demonstrate the very
significant contribution that occupational therapists currently
make to supporting the health, wellbeing and success of
students in higher education in Ireland. The service stories will
enable further and higher education institutions in Ireland and
beyond to appreciate how Occupational Therapy services can
add enormous value to their institutions and the students they
serve.
This seminar will highlight the valuable and distinct contribution
the Occupational Therapy profession is making to advancing
the strategic priorities for the sector in Ireland and
internationally. I commend Dr. Hunt for her vision in convening
this seminar and all the contributors for their innovative and
impactful Occupational Therapy services.
Odhrán Allen
Chief Strategy Officer
AOTI – Association of Occupational Therapists of Ireland
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PR E FAC E
This compilation of service stories accompanies
the seminar Showcasing a Tiered Public Health

Occupational Therapy Approach to Supporting
Student Participation, Health, Wellbeing and
Success in Higher Education , which was funded by

The transition into and through higher education
is challenging for many students (Harris, 2019;
Keptner, 2019). Indeed, college was the most
frequently reported stressor for young adults in the
My World 2 Survey (Dooley et al., 2019).
Furthermore, increased levels of student mental ill
health, mental distress and low wellbeing have
been reported nationally and internationally
(Auerbach et al., 2018; Higher Education Authority,
2020). Challenging transitions, increased stress
and mental ill health can affect students’
academic performance and their desire and
capacity to remain in higher education (Duffy et
al., 2019).
Prevention and early treatment of mental health
problems in college students is therefore a key
public health priority (Cuijpers et al., 2019). Mental
health promotion, prevention and treatment in
higher education is mainly facilitated through oneto-one counselling services (Brown, 2018).
However, there are significant pressures on these
services, with demand exceeding supply, even
though stigma around accessing mental health
supports remains (Price & Smith, 2019).
Developing and resourcing a range of evidencebased interventions targeting the mental health,
wellbeing and success of students is critical (Hill
et al., 2020; Hudziak & Tiemeier, 2017; Long et al.,
2021; Worsley et al., 2020) along the continuum
from universal to intensive supports (Department
of Health, 2020).

the National Forum for the Enhancement of
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education and
took place on 17th June 2021. Bringing together
occupational therapists from higher education
institutions across Ireland, innovative Occupational
Therapy led interventions at each of the three
major tiers of service are presented: universal
(whole-population mental health promotion),
targeted (prevention services for those at risk for
mental
health
challenges),
and
intensive
(individualized services for those diagnosed with
mental illness).
These stories spotlight the important role of
Occupational Therapy in supporting the mental
health and success of students in higher education
and clearly align with Sharing the Vision: A Mental
Health Policy for Everyone (Department of Health,
2020), the National Student Mental Health and
Suicide Prevention Framework (Higher Education
Authority, 2020), the National Forum for the
Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education priorities around student success and
the Irish Healthy Campus Charter and Framework
due to be launched in late June 2021.
I extend my sincere thanks to all those who have
shared their service stories and to the National
Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and
Learning in Higher Education for sponsoring the
seminar.
Dr. Eithne Hunt Seminar Convenor

June 2021
e.hunt@ucc.ie
@MindMeMindYouIE
College Lecturer, UCC, Department of Occupational Science
and Occupational Therapy
Academic Advisor, UCC Graduate Attributes Programme.
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‘E ver yda y Ma t t er s : H ea l t h y H a bi t s f o r
Un i ver s i t y Li f e’ di gi t a l ba dge

UNIVERSITY COLLEGE CORK (UCC)
DR. EITHNE HUNT (OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST, DEPARTMENT OF OCCUPATIONAL
SCIENCE AND OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY AND
GRADUATE ATTRIBUTES PROGRAMME UCC)
LOUISE COOMBES, UNIVERSITY COLLEGE
CORK
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):

UCC Skills Centre
SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
‘Everyday Matters: Healthy Habits for University Life’ is
a digital badge (a co-curricular micro-credential) for
first-year college students at University College Cork.
The intervention was created by Dr. Eithne Hunt who
is employed as a lecturer in the Department of
Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy at
UCC, building on her extensive experience working
with young people in health and education and her
doctoral research on adolescent time use and
wellbeing. The digital badge application was
endorsed by senior academic and professional
services staff in UCC and by the UCC Students’ Union
President. The intervention was piloted in Autumn
2019, when it was delivered as a face-to-face
programme offered to first year Arts students. The
sessions were delivered by Dr. Hunt and took place in
the UCC Skills Centre, located in one of UCC’s
libraries.
Due to the ongoing COVID19 related restrictions
around in-person teaching in higher education in
Autumn 2020, the programme was adapted and
optimised for asynchronous online delivery,
commencing October 2020. The eight sessions are
released weekly on the virtual learning environment
Canvas, with two additional live sessions (week 5 and
week 8) to allow for consolidation and sharing of
learning. In addition to the full 8-week Everyday
Matters intervention, bite size versions have been
created to allow more students to benefit from the
guidance on daily activities and wellbeing. Three
videos were created in April 2020 to support UCC
students to apply the lessons of Everyday Matters to
coping with life and keeping well in lockdown. These
are hosted on the university’s Keep Well site.

Due to the popularity of these videos, further versions
were created by request for UCC Admissions (for
second level students across Ireland); UCC Plus+/CIT
Access
(for
31
designated
economically
disadvantaged schools in Cork, Kerry and Waterford);
and Student Affairs Ireland (the primary national body
supporting student affairs professionals in Ireland
with a membership of over 600 professional services
staff from across the Irish higher education sector). By
request from UCC senior management, two narrated
Everyday Matters slidedecks and an original
“Whenever Wherever” mindfulness toolkit were
created for the “Transitions In” programme at UCC for
new and returning international students, to which
approximately 4000 students had access in August
2020. Also, this year for the first time, two new
Everyday Matters videos were created specifically for
all new first year students (n = 4200) at UCC and were
included on the designated Orientation programme
alongside information on student health services,
library, IT services etc in September 2020.
This project did not receive any funding.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
Bookended by puberty and culturally-defined adult
roles, adolescence now extends from age 10-24
(Sawyer et al., 2018). Although the majority of
undergraduates are adolescents, the role of “adult
learner” is typically conferred on third-level students,
requiring them to be organised, motivated and
largely self-directed in study, as well as managing
their day-to-day life (Hunt, 2018). Many students
experience this as a challenging transition into and
through higher education. Levels of low wellbeing,
mental distress and mental illness among students in
higher education are increasing (Higher Education
Authority, 2020). Against this backdrop, primary
prevention and promotion of positive mental health is
now widely accepted. Higher education institutions
are encouraged to take a ‘whole organisation’
approach to the mental health of their students and
staff, requiring enhanced connectedness across
academic and support services. Student success is a
key strategic priority of the Irish National Forum for
the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in
Higher Education. Developing and resourcing a
range of evidence-based interventions to support the
wellbeing of students is critical to achieving this
(Higher Education Authority, 2020).
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SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
Everyday Matters comprises theory and evidence
around time use and positive habits of mind. The
time use elements are informed by occupational
science perspectives including the effect of
transitions on occupational performance (Tokolahi,
2015) and the relationship between time use, daily
activities and health-related quality of life (Hunt &
McKay, 2015; Hunt et al., 2015). The public health
model of Occupational Therapy services (Bazyk,
2011) and the Model of Human Occupation (Taylor &
Kielhofner, 2017) informed the design and delivery of
the programme, as well as principles and steps of
group work as outlined by Cole (2018). Everyday
Matters
is
underpinned
by
developmental
neuroscience perspectives, including brain health
and
development
during
adolescence
and
negotiating the transition between youth and
adulthood (Spear, 2000). Ecological influences on
adolescent health, as outlined by Blum et al. (2012),
were also considered. These ecological influences
include school, family, neighbourhood and macrolevel factors including political events and social
norms and values (Blum et al., 2012). Current theory
and evidence on positive psychology (Seligman,
2018), self-compassion (Germer & Neff, 2019), joy
(Baraz & Alexander, 2013), gratitude (Emmons &
Stern, 2013) and growth mindset (Baldwin, 2020;
Dweck, 2017) inform the content on positive habits
of mind.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:
Everyday Matters is a universal intervention. It is
offered to all first-year students at UCC to support
their transition to university by promoting positive
wellbeing and time use. The project is a collaboration
with the UCC Skills Centre, thus situating the
intervention within “mainstream” services rather than
health/ disability/ therapeutic services and fostering
integration and community awareness.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
With the goals of supporting first-year college
students, increasing their preparedness for college
life and their chances of study success, participants
in the ‘Everyday Matters: Healthy Habits for University
Life’ programme are encouraged to explore some
practical everyday things that they can say and do to
support themselves as much as possible during this
time of change and establish healthy habits and
routines for their university lifestyle, enhancing their
successful transition into and through higher
education.

Over eight sessions, students are guided to reflect
on their own time use habits across the 24 hours of
their day including sleep, self-care, play & leisure,
study & work and how these influence their health
and wellbeing, for good or ill. Habits of mind
including growth mindset, self-compassion and joy
and gratitude are also explored, as their presence or
absence can enrich or undermine our daily
experiences (Hunt, 2019). Participants learn about
brain and body health, and how to create and
maintain daily habits and routines that support
physical and emotional wellbeing for learning and
life (Hunt, 2020).

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
A feasibility study (Hunt & Coombes, 2021, under
review) was conducted in parallel with the first pilot.
This study used pre-test post-test quantitative
methods to measure the outcomes of the
intervention.
Anonymous
preand
postquestionnaires as well as evaluation/ feedback
forms were completed by the consenting research
participants (n=8) in session 1 and session 8,
respectively.
Statistically
significant
results
emerged relating to improved levels of selfcompassion, growth mindset and wellbeing
amongst participants. Whilst not statistically
significant, there were overall improvements
amongst participants from pre- to post-test with
regards to gratitude, as well as perceived
occupational
competence
and
value
for
occupations, measured using the Occupational Self
Assessment – Short Form . The qualitative feedback
obtained in the programme evaluation was
overwhelmingly positive. Mean satisfaction levels
with the relevance of the programme content to
their life, quality of weekly session content,
supplementary resources, facilitator’s knowledge
and skills in delivering the sessions ranged from 9499%.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:

“all the material in the course is
very applicable to daily life. I like
how the course deals with a lot of
different areas, and you get to
learn a lot of useful information
and practices you can use to help
better yourself and your outlook
on life”
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“I

found

the

programme

gave

me

the

opportunity to pause and take a breath and
reflect on my college and personal experience.
I found the content was extremely relevant to
my own life. I could benefit from each session
and apply the tools to my daily life. I felt
welcomed each week. A sense of place and like
I belonged in the group.”

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

"I feel very fortunate to be able to bring together my 24
years’ experience in working with young people in
health and education; and my further training in
mindfulness, mindfulness-based stress reduction for
teens, mindful self-compassion and growth mindset to
create an accessible and engaging programme to
support college students to enhance their wellbeing for
learning and life.
I am proud that Everyday Matters was recently awarded
a highly commended designation by the AOTI Ann
Beckett Award Committee 2021. The adjudicating
committee “were particularly impressed by the scope of
evidence, research and thinking underpinning the
development of the project to date. This has been
synthesised so effectively to inform the very engaging,
user friendly bite size videos as well as the face-to-face
programme. It was a privilege to meet the participants
who so openly shared their experiences of the Everyday
Matters intervention and hear the positive impact it
had on their university experiences. The use of words
like ‘transformative’ so clearly emphasised the value of
the intervention.”

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
Future plans for Everyday Matters include offering the
programme online again in 2021-2022 and when
possible, resuming the Everyday Matters programme
in person. Other future plans for the programme
include conducting further feasibility testing of online
and in-person Everyday Matters and to develop a
“train the trainer” manual for Everyday Matters. Future
plans are subject to funding.
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Service Example Contact Details:

Name: Dr. Eithne Hunt
Room G24, Department of Occupational Science and
Occupational Therapy, UCC
Email: e.hunt@ucc.ie
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D evel o pi n g u n i ver s a l s t u den t r es o u r c es f o r
ma n a gi n g t h e o c c u pat i o n a l c h a l l en ges
ex per i en c ed wi t h o n l i n e l ea r n i n g.

UNIVERSITY COLLEGE DUBLIN (UCD)
KIM LOMBARD - (OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
- DISABILITY SUPPORT)
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNERS:
UCD Access and Lifelong Learning's (UCD ALL)
Occupational
Therapists
and
assistive
technology specialist collaborated on this service
example. UCD ALL’s Access Leaders (students in
later degree stages who have linked in with UCD
ALL and are involved in UCD ALL activities) were
also surveyed and asked based on their
experience what advice they would give to
Incoming students in managing online learning.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The UCD Occupational Therapy Support Service
originated from the shared-service Unilink model with
Trinity College Dublin. The service is now fully
embedded in the Disability Service based within UCD
Access and Lifelong Learning (UCD ALL) which is
underpinned by the University for All approach - a
whole-institution approach to inclusion of all UCD
students (Kelly, & Padden, 2018). The service is
staffed by two full-time Occupational Therapists. The
UCD Occupational Therapy Support Service’s primary
role is to provide 1:1 support for students with mental
and/or
physical/sensory
disabilities
requiring
additional support in managing their student role.
However, the service also contributes to University for
All initiatives with the aim of promoting the inclusion
of all students within UCD’s diverse student
population. The UCD Occupational Therapy Support
Service is funded by the Fund for Students with
Disabilities (FSD).

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, there was
a significant number of students linked in with UCD
ALL reporting challenges managing online learning at
home. However, these occupational challenges were
reflected in the wider UCD student population
according to a ‘Student Survey on Teaching and
Learning during Spring Trimester COVID-19’
conducted by UCD Teaching and Learning and in the
results of the ‘Learning from Home Student Survey’
national survey conducted by the Association of
Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD, 2020).

The three main occupational challenges identified
included feeling disconnected, juggling demands at
home and staying motivated. Moreover, there was
uncertainty about how long the restrictions
implemented due to COVID-19 would last, especially
with incoming students starting in September 2020.
Hence, it was clear that there was a need to establish
universal student resources which provided practical
strategies which students could employ in order to
manage these occupational challenges while
studying from home online.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
The service is underpinned by the PersonEnvironment-Occupation model (Law et al., 1996) in
supporting students mental and/or sensory/physical
disabilities to manage their student role. This
conceptual framework was used to identify practical
strategies to include in the online resource for
managing the occupational challenges of feeling
isolated, juggling demands, and staying motivated
while study at home. Further theories and concepts
which helped shape the resources included
occupational
balance,
environmental
and
occupational adaptation, approaches to support
executive functioning, sensory modulation, and
cognitive-behavioural frames of reference.
As the service is based in UCD ALL, it is also informed
by the UCD’s University for All approach. University for
All is a whole-institution approach to the inclusion
and participation of all students, including students
with disabilities, part-time students, mature students,
students experience socioeconomic disadvantage,
lifelong learners, students who are parenting etc. The
initiative advocates how mainstreaming is the
everyone's responsibility, how excellence is achieved
through diversity within the student population to
reflect that of wider society, and how we must
engage with everyone (e.g., students, faculty, staff
etc) in order to achieve these aims. The initiative is
underpinned by the principles of universal design.
More information on the fundamental principles of
University for All can be at: w ww.youtube.com/watch?
v=-23nLnXEADA and www.youtube.com/watch?

v=7LGI31FEtTI

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF
INTERVENTION: UNIVERSAL
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SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
In collaboration with the Assistive Technology
Specialist, the Occupational Therapists developed
online resources which collated practical
strategies
on
how
to
manage
feeling
disconnected, juggling demands, and staying
motivated while working from home. Resource
topics included:
Feeling Disconnected:
Communicating
with
Lecturers/Module
Coordinators & Requesting Feedback (Social)
How-to Guide: Virtual Study Group (Social)
How-to Guide: Group Work from Home (Social)
Contributing
to
a
Discussion
Forum
(Academic)
Live Classes or Catch Up? (Academic)
Juggling Demands:
How to Separate Study and Relaxation Spaces
Keeping on Top of Deadlines & Workload
Developing a Routine
Tech Tips to Make the Most of Your Commute
Work-Life Balance & Managing Expectations
Staying Motivated:
Minding Your Mental Health
Avoiding Procrastination
SMART Goal-Setting

Part of the resources included video resources
developed in a collaborative project between with
Occupational Therapists in UCD, Trinity College
Dublin and Technological University Dublin on
managing one’s student role during the transition to
online learning.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
Over 1000 students have registered in the module. As
this module is accessible by all UCD students, it has
proved beneficial for students who are not yet linked in
with the Disability Service for support as they are
awaiting a diagnosis or think they may have a disability
(e.g., students awaiting assessment for ADHD, dyslexia
etc). The module is included in the information
regarding the suite of supports offered by UCD ALL and
other supports in UCD which is provided to students
when they get in contact.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTES:

FEEDBACK RECEIVED FROM A
STUDENT (AGED 20) REGARDING
THE RESOURCES: "SUCH A GREAT
HELP"

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST QUOTE:

To host the resources, a module entitled ‘ALL Student
Supports’ was set up for UCD ALL by UCD IT Services
on UCD’s virtual learning environment BrightSpace.
This allows any registered UCD student to enrol and
access the resources at any time. This also allows UCD
ALL to stay connected, send announcements and
highlight new resources to students throughout the
year. Furthermore, the module was used to host live
academic skills and wellbeing workshops throughout
the trimester, some of which are facilitated by the
occupational therapists. This allowed students to
connect with the UCD ALL team and other students.
The resources were promoted at different times
throughout the trimester on the UCD ALL social media
sites. Students were invited to ‘ask us anything’
questions anonymously on Instagram on the topics of
feeling disconnected, juggling demands, and staying
motivated which the occupational therapists answered
providing practical advice on how to manage the
challenges.

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND SUBSEQUENT
MOVE TO ONLINE LEARNING HAS CREATED
UNIQUE OCCUPATIONAL CHALLENGES FOR
ALL UCD STUDENTS, INCLUDING STUDENTS
WITH DISABILITIES. THESE RESOURCES AIM
TO EQUIP STUDENTS WITH PRACTICAL
STRATEGIES TO BETTER ENGAGE WITH BOTH
THEIR STUDENT ROLE AND OTHER ROLES
OUTSIDE OF UCD WHILE STUDYING ONLINE.

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The aim is to continue to use this module to develop
further resources and workshops that are relevant to all
students in UCD in response to emerging needs (e.g.,
managing hybrid/blended learning, managing sensory
needs in university etc.). Occupational therapy can
positively contribute making UCD a university for all
due to the unique understanding of the transactive
relationship between the student, their environments
and meaningful occupations and roles (Law et al.,
1996).
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Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Kim Lombard
Email: disability@ucd.ie
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UNIVERSITY COLLEGE CORK (UCC)
LINDA HORGAN, OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
KIRSTEN HURLEY, PROJECT LEAD ASD
FRIENDLY INITIATIVE, UCC
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):

Disability Support Office & Access Office, UCC
SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Department of Occupational Science &
Occupational Therapy (OSOT) was established in
UCC in 2003. Since then the department has been
involved on the periphery in some issues related to
the traditional model of access in the built
environment. There was no formal arrangement for
this interaction or advice. The requests have
originated from the Disability Support Service (DSS)
and they have increased in the last few years,
demanding ever increasing time from the OSOT
department. There is no specific funding for this role.
UCC has always had a strong tradition of supporting
inclusion via Access UCC and the DSS. To date,
adherence was to building regulations or specific
changes to meet specific needs (e.g., Changing
Places bathroom & The Calm Zone). This approach is
often costly and does not have a universal benefit.
UCC wishes to move towards best practice by
implementing a universal design approach to all
works that are processed through the Buildings &
Estates Office in UCC.
SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
There are 1740 (approx. 8%) students registered with
the DSS in UCC. Nationally, 13.5% of the population
identified as having a disability in Census 2016. UCC
is an educational site, a worksite and a major visitor
attraction in Cork City. The discrepancy in numbers
may be a failure to disclose disability (with the DSS), a
perception that that university is not inclusive or other
reasons unknown. What is known is that many
students, staff and visitors experience occupational
performance issues with accessing education,
completing their work or visiting/avoiding the campus
due to issues with built environment. UCC wishes to
improve occupational performance, engagement and
improve inclusion for all users of the environment and
enhanced wellbeing and success of students.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
Person Environment Occupation (PEO) Model (Law
et al., 1996) will be used to underpin the research
into the development of this checklist along with the
principles of Universal Design and inclusion. The
PEO model is used to identify key facilitating factors
and
barriers
to
occupational
performance
specifically within the built environment. Extra
consideration will be given to specific identified
groups within the university community, for example
people with Autism Spectrum Disorders and / or
mental health difficulties. Other models of practice
may be used to inform the work, such as Dunn’s
Model of Sensory Processing (Brown & Dunn, 2002).

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

UNIVERSAL
SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
Service Example Brief Description: This is a new
development within the university. The aim is to
develop a checklist that all staff involved in the
design, renovation and maintenance of the built
environment within UCC will use to implement
universal design features in all work. The checklist is
to support consideration of the principles of
universal design. The closest example to embedding
a change in practice in design, renovation and
maintenance of the built environment in the past in
UCC was the design of a health and safety checklist
that is now part of the workflow process.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
Design of artificial lighting, natural lighting and
contrast in buildings across campus should follow
universal design principles.

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The programme is a 6-month part-time project. On
completion further needs to audit the checklist will
be considered.
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Service Example Contact Details:

Name: Linda Horgan
Email: l.horgan@ucc.ie
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" Ex am Bo o t c amp”/ Ex am Su c c ess Week

DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY
SUSAN MADIGAN, SENIOR OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):
The Disability and Learning Support Service (DLSS)
Occupational Therapists originated the programme,
collaborating with the Educational Psychologists
from the Student Learning unit, the Motivation
Coaches from the Student Advisory Centre, and the
Counselling Psychologists from the Counselling
Service. Staff from four units deliver this programme
three times a year.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
Occupational Therapy Services have been delivered
in DCU since 2010, initially by part time provision from
Unilink (Trinity College). In 2015, DCU established their
own service, as a response to increasing numbers of
students registering with the DLSS, in particular
increasing numbers of students with mental health
conditions and neurodiverse students. There was a
growing need for specialised 1:1 disability support.
Service has been delivered since then by two full time
permanent senior Occupational Therapists.Like all the
College Occupational Therapy services in Ireland, the
DCU Occupational Therapy Service is funded by the
European Social Fund and is managed by the Higher
Education Authority in Ireland. The aim of the Disability
& Learning Support Service in DCU is to provide a
student-centred multi-disciplinary service which
empowers and enables students to reach their full
potential in an inclusive learning environment.
Occupational Therapy is a health profession that
supports people to participate in the activities of
everyday life. At DCU, the role of Occupational
Therapy is to support students to manage their college
activities, solve problems and build skills. The
Occupational Therapists achieve this through one-toone meetings and delivery of groups and workshops.
We provide universal, targeted, and intensive supports
to a range of students throughout the year. We also
build on the social model approach, by training staff
on disability awareness, the Disability Service, and the
particular needs of neurodiverse students. In this way,
we attempt to make the social environment of the
university more supportive to students with disabilities.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
Both Occupational Therapists who initiated the
programme had worked in Trinity College Dublin, one
had worked in DIT, one in UCD, both in CAMHS, and
finally in DCU. We had seen the at times very acute
stress created by upcoming and imminent exams
across all these service settings. We saw a recurring
flood of referrals to counselling due to exam stress in
the run up to exams, and we had also seen the
success of the mock exam sessions offered to
disability students in Trinity College Dublin. We
wanted to expand on that to offer intensive exam
preparation support for students in advance of the
exam period. Part of the explicit rationale was to be
able to reduce stress overall by flagging the support
ahead of time, to help prevent stress building up
during the term. Workshop topics were chosen to
address the range of challenges students can
experience in relation to exams. We felt that in
particular, the Occupational Therapy session which
focused on improving performance, responded to the
needs of disability students we saw throughout the
year.
With Covid 19 impacting upon normal college
practises, we felt there was even more of a need to
support students through quite a changed exam
process e.g. online exams, sitting exams at home,
even less structure than normal, students being more
isolated etc. We have run Exam Bootcamp online in
May 2020, August 2020, December 2020, May 2021,
and intend to run it again virtually in August 2021. We
have not yet decided whether it will continue as an
online programme or will be held in person. We did
not facilitate structured study virtually, and some
students did note that they missed it.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
Occupational Therapists support students to identify
difficulties they are experiencing in performing their
daily activities and ultimately work towards
supporting the student to develop skills and
strategies
to
improve
their
performance,
independence, and well-being. When working with
college students, we are constantly using activity
analysis (Mackenzie, O’Toole, & Gustafssonto,, 2021)
examine the occupations of students – of which
exams, and the associated stress and impact on
functional performance are very significant for some
students.
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Occupational Therapy complements other typical
student supports such as a Health or Counselling
service yet provides something unique: a focus on
function, improving performance and independence.
We wanted to build on this, by taking the practical
aspects of Occupational Therapy and applying them
to a common area of difficulty to students. IT was
moreover important for us to take a multi-disciplinary
approach to help students understand common
pitfalls, and develop skills to manage exam related
stress over time. This intervention is guided by the
importance of environment and context (PEO and
MOHO Models, and Dynamic Systems Theory) – we
literally meet students where they are – in the
university, and we include in our occupational
formulation aspects of the environment that affect
them. For many students, exams, and the re-occurring,
persistent nature of them, has a negative impact on
their mood and performance, and typically leads to a
negative cycle of worry about exams, inability
to/avoidance of study due to worry, resulting in
lowered performance.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

UNIVERSAL
SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
Exam Bootcamp is open to all DCU students –
undergrad, post grad, part time, mature etc. The
programme is usually run the week after term finishes
in week 13 (about 2-3 weeks before exams start), and
we flag this to students as early as the first week of
term, to reassure them that there is exam support
available, to help prevent anxiety about exams taking
over early in the term – as it does for some of our
students.
The programme is formally advertised 2-3 weeks
before it starts. We find advertising too early can be
unproductive, as students are still in the thick of
completing assignments and continuous assessments,
so advertising closer to the end of term when students
have begun to think about exams is more relevant. An
email is circulated from the head of Student Support
and Development, and Students Union advertise it
through Social Media. It is promoted as “drop in”, i.e.
we plan it as a week long programme, but students can
attend whichever session they wish. Many students
(particularly DLSS students) attend again and again,
and find that though they know most of the
information, attending before each diet of exams is
comforting, and helps them get in the right frame of
mind to sit exams. It also helps reduce their anxiety in
relation to same.

Another aspect of the programme, particularly as it
was piloted with students repeating exams in August,
was to help create routine and structure – again a
domain of Occupational Therapy. The aim was to
scaffold students who were potentially isolated
(studying for repeat exams) with a workshop on a
specific aspect of exam success followed by
structured study sessions, using the pomodoro
technique timing, role modelling what they could and
should be doing at home. The study sessions are an
opportunity to implement some of what they have
learned in the workshop, and speak one to one to a
staff member if needed.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
This programme started as a small pilot, with about
30 students repeating their exams in August 2016.
Since then, about 150 students have participated
each year, with many students returning in December
and May (and August if needed). See feedback
below. This equates to about 750 students attending
the course in person (or virtually in the past 18
months) over the past 5 years. This programme is
universal, led by Occupational Therapy, and
embedded in the college calendar.
Remote learning in 2020 provided the opportunity to
offer exam bootcamp virtually. We worked with our
educational psychology colleagues to develop the
programme on our LOOP portal (online learning
platform). This enabled us to have all the resources
(handouts, PowerPoints, videos) in one place, making
it easy for students to access remotely. Students
“enrolled” in the course, and were able to access the
live workshop at a set time, or watch it in their own
time later. Over 500 students enrolled in the virtual
bootcamp in 2020/2021, with many praising the easy
and clear access.NUIG Occupational Therapists also
ran their own successful exam bootcamps in
2017/2018/2019 following discussion with DCU.
Given the small (but growing) number of
Occupational
Therapists
in
this
area,
this
demonstrates the benefit of collaborating as a
Occupational Therapy network, across the country,
with the sharing of research and resources enabling
Occupational Therapy services to develop across the
third level system.
Staff find the intervention easy to participate in – it is
a long-standing programme, and while it may be
tweaked every year to improve or streamline, all staff
involved know the overall goal, structure and
procedure.
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It is also a benefit to staff who can recommend the
programme throughout the term, and coach students
on attending when they are ready. This has the benefit
of being able to refer students into this programme,
rather than meeting many students individually to
cover these same topics, so can free up staff time.
Staff also enjoy the collaboration of working together,
across unit, to produce such a useful programme.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:
Students find the intervention timely and appropriate, it
is where it is convenient to them – on campus or
online, and it is graded – different people can access it
in different ways – by attending just workshop, just
study sessions, just mock exam, just to talk to a staff
member, or all of these. Below is a small sample of
representative feedback. We survey everyone who
attends in order to improve the programme, the
feedback is generally very positive, and as noted,
many students return every year.

“I ENJOYED EVERY BIT OF IT. I FOUND EACH
CLASS 100% HELPFUL. MY STUDY SKILL AND
TIME MANAGEMENT HAS IMPROVED IMMENSELY.
I HAVE LEARNT TO RELAX AND CALM MYSELF
WHEN I FEEL TENSED UP. BEFORE I CAME HERE I
WAS DEVASTATED AND DEMOTIVATED. BUT
NOW I KNOW THAT I CAN AND I WILL CONQUER
THESE EXAMS.”

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

THE DESIGN, ADMINISTRATION, AND SUCCESS OF THE EXAM
BOOTCAMP WAS THE FIRST UNIVERSAL OCCUPATIONAL

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
We plan to continue to run this programme for the
foreseeable future, possibly with both online and in
person offerings. The virtual running of the programme
has been very successful, and allows very easy access to
the live webinars as well as the resources in one place.
However, some students have expressed an interest in
maintaining or re-commencing the in-person sessions
when possible.
A virtue of this programme is that we can induct new staff
into it every year, reducing further the impact on any one
staff member.
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THERAPY LED INTERVENTION ACROSS DCU. IT HAS GROWN
OVER THE PAST NUMBER OF YEARS, BUT IT HAS SHOWCASED
THE CREATIVE, PRACTICAL, PERFORMANCE ORIENTATED
NATURE OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY. THIS PROGRAMME
DEMONSTRATES THAT OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY BELONGS
ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES, THAT OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY
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FIND A MEANINGFUL, RELEVANT SOLUTION TO IT, THAT IS
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Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Susan Madigan
Email: susan.madigan@dcu.ie

17

5

T h e Un i l i n k Appr o a c h t o t h e D el i ver y o f
Oc c u pa t i o n a l T h er a py Ser vi c es i n H i gh er E du c a t i o n
f o r St u den t s wi t h Men t a l H ea l t h Pr o bl ems a n d
D i s a bi l i t i es

UNIVERSITY OF DUBLIN TRINITY COLLEGE
DR. CLODAGH NOLAN ASST. PROFESSOR
KIERAN LEWIS, SENIOR OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):

Disability Service Trinity College Dublin and The
Discipline of Occupational Therapy Trinity
College Dublin

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
Over the past 20 years the Occupational Therapy
service model has been embedded into the disability
service at Trinity College Dublin. This service is
funded by the Fund for Students with Disabilities is
co-funded by the European Social Fund and is
managed by the Higher Education Authority in Ireland.
The disability service is governed by a code of
practice that sees Occupational Therapy services at
the heart of all it does. The service is needs based and
the student voice is central to all its developments
thus fostering an inclusive approach to service
delivery. The Unilink Approach has been recognised
nationally by the Higher Education Authority (HEA),
the Association of Higher Education and Disability
(AHEAD), the Mental Health Commission and the
Oireachtas Committee on Mental Health as a model of
good practice in supporting students with disabilities
in a college environment. It has a formal code of
governance and its mission is to enhance the college
journey for students with disabilities. Research guided
by the Discipline of Occupational Therapy at Trinity
College Dublin is central to the Unilink approach and
underpins all its developments giving it a strong base
for its activities and engagement with students.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
Often the onset of a mental health illness or difficulty
coincides with late adolescence and early adulthood
when individuals are about to embark on their higher
education experience. The initial onset of a mental
health problem is often marred by denial, confusion,
difficulties in medication management and cycles of
failed attempts at examinations and assessments
(Gutman et al., 2007; Burris et al., 2009; Nolan &
MacCobb, 2006; Unger, 1990, 1993). In their annual
reports from 2012 to 2020 AHEAD identified that more
students than ever, with a mental health difficulty, are
entering third level institutions and that it was an
increasing trend.

This increase in the student population with a mental
health difficulty presented a challenge for higher
education institutes in providing appropriate
supports that are needs based and student
oriented.However, in 2004 one university Trinity
College Dublin created the first Occupational
Therapy support service for students with mental
health difficulties which was a collaboration between
the Disability Services and the Discipline of
Occupational Therapy. This service was initially
called the ‘Unilink Service’ which stood for ‘making
university links’. The rationale for its development
was to prevent students with mental health problems
and serious mental ill health leaving the university
and to provide them with occupation focused
individually tailored practical supports. Over the past
17 years this service has grown across 3 Dublin
university campuses into a comprehensive shared
service model underpinned by the PersonEnvironment-Occupation Therapy Model (Law et al.,
1996), along with the Affirmative Model of Disability
(Swain & French, 2000) and the Recovery approach
and has been extended to incorporate students on
the Autistic Spectrum, those with ADHD and sensory
difficulties as well as those with significant ongoing
illness.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
The Unilink approach to service delivery is rooted
within the Person-Environment-Occupation Model
(Law et al., 1996) the Affirmative Model of Disability
(Swain & French, 2000), Dunn’s Model of Sensory
Processing (Brown & Dunn, 2002) and the Recovery
Approach to Mental Health (Anthony ,1993; Deegan,
1988, 2001; Mental Health Commission, 2008). The
PEO (Law et al., 1996) model enables the
Occupational Therapist to address the performance
issues associated with the difficulties encountered
within the student role for students with disabilities
including mental health, Autism Spectrum Disorder
and Attention Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder and
sensory difficulties. Occupational Therapy is also
rooted in the key concepts of empowerment,
partnership choice and hope as well as client centred
practice (Brown & Stoffel, 2011; Sumison & Law,
2006) and therefore the affirmative model as well as
the recovery approach enables therapists to take
account of the social context, the individual’s
personal narrative and possible outcomes (Ballantyne
& Muir, 2008).
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The ability to manage the sensory environment within
a higher education institution can be present many
challenges for students. Johnson and Irving (2008)
found that higher education presents environments
that can be overwhelming for students with sensory
sensitivities which in turn can prevent them from fully
engaging in their daily tasks. Equally, Clince et al.
(2016) found that students living with ASD and ADHD
experienced a range of difficulties within higher
education environments that impede their integration
into the academic and social spheres of college life.
Dunn’s Model of Sensory Processing (1997) has
underpinned our approach within the service,
enabling the therapists to address sensory difficulties
not only on an individual level but on a campus wide
level enhancing the environment for all students who
live and work within the university.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

TARGETED; INTENSIVE
SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
The Unilink approach to service delivery is needs
oriented and student led. The philosophy of the
service ensures that assessments are conducted
prior to the student entering the service freeing up
time to engage in what is most pressing for the
students. Students who disclose a disability either
upon entry to college or later in the student journey
can avail of the service and are usually referred onto
the Occupational Therapists out of a needs
assessment meeting with a disability officer. The
Unilink approach is highly integrated into the
structure of college with students being referred to
the service via their tutor, the health services, and
counselling services or self-refer. Following the initial
assessment, the student is offered an individual
appointment with an Occupational Therapist.
Interventions are not restricted to 6 or 7 sessions but
are dependent upon the students need and can last
for the 2 sessions or 2 semesters. Generally, the
student meets with their Occupational Therapist
once a week where the focus of the session is
identified from the difficulties specified on the eTSP
as well as other assessments. An audit process has
been established within the Unilink approach (Nolan
& Creaner, 2014), which reflects student engagement
in the service as either - informative (this is where the
students are informed of the service and what it has
to offer but choose not to engage further, a timed
intervention (this is where student choose to engage
during crisis moments) or a targeted intervention
(students engage for longer periods of time to
resolve any occupational performance issues or
sensory difficulties and learn to manage their mental
health).

Each therapist is aligned to a project which reflects
the 3 strands of the disability service, pre-entry,
journey through college and finally their entry to
the world of work. Examples of these projects are
the Ambassador Programme, Careers Pathway,
Internship Programme, and Leisure Enhancement
Programme.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
The Unilink approach to service delivery is now employed
across 3 Dublin Universities with six Occupational
Therapists catering for approximately 500 students with
disabilities. Since 2019 the Occupational Therapists at
Trinity College Dublin have taken on the dual role of
Disability officer as well as their Occupational Therapy role
which now caters to over a further 900 students. This
enables needs assessment for students to be completed in
a timely manner and to ensure that the intensive
programmes reach those that need them. Several
important milestones have been reached within the service
since 2004. The following are examples of the
developments within this service:
a) Trinity Student Profile and the electronic Trinity Student
Profile (Nolan, 2011, Nolan & Creaner 2014, Nolan,
Lombard & Heron, 2021)
b) GENIO Funded Project ‘Careers Pathways’ 2013 – 2017
which was awarded the AOTI Ann Beckett Award in 2016
and the ‘Grad Ireland Graduate Recruitment Award in 2015.
c) Publication of the Fatigue Manual -‘Balancing the
Books- Managing Fatigue in College- Staff and Students’
(Nolan, Sullivan, Gleeson, & Lewis, 2013)
d) Unilink Self-management Programme (Lewis, Nolan &
McKay, 2021) and Ambassador Programme (2016) and
DCD Project (2021 – ongoing)
e) Development of the Unilink audit tool for the service
(Creaner & Nolan, 2016)
f) Sensory Audit of the Library Spaces (2019 - ongoing)
and the development of examination accommodations for
students with sensory defensiveness (2013).

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:
From Graduates with Disabilities who have
graduated from College. Early referral:

“My final year was very intense
and

stressful,

but

through

Unilink I was able to build on the
skills and habits I had developed
earlier on.”

19

The Transition Programme has given me the

SERVICE
EXAMPLE
opportunity
to OCCUPATIONAL
promote the role of
THERAPIST
QUOTE:
Occupational Therapyin service design. It has

Flexibility & approachability:

“I found the service excellent – constantly
available,

helpful,

listening

to

my

problems and helping me deal with them,
non-judgemental, and responsive”
“I emailed a fair bit (once or twice a week
between sessions), feedback was good
and supportive.”

Needs based-use of assessments:

“Yes, it seemed to be well thought out,
designed, researched, etc. Hit on key
ideas both in terms of the diagnosis and
experiences

of

being

a

student.

Tangible.” “useful in formulating goals;

supported
me toiscreatively
think about
linking
Higher
education
a challenging
time for
most
concepts
such
as
innovative
service
design,
students however, it can be even more
service processes,
occupational
challenging
for those
students participation,
encountering
mental
health difficulties
or disabilities.
Students
task analysis
and universal
design. It has
been
areaexperts
in their own
disabilitiesand
and our
job as
wonderfully
challenging
creative
Occupational
Therapists
is
to
unlock
their
experience for me as an Occupational
potential
and
support
their
endeavours
through
Therapist.
Julie,
Disability
Transitions
college
in
a
non-judgmental
way.
Occupational
Programme Co Ordinator, MTU Cork Campus
Therapists are well placed with their theoretical
understandings in relation to occupation and
sensory processing to support students into,
through and out of college. Targeted and
intensive interventions have been shown to
increase retention rates of students with
disabilities and for them to gain confidence in
their own abilities (Reilly, 2019). In an audit of the
Occupational Therapy services at TCD and UCD
the findings suggest that Occupational Therapy
services are recovery oriented, comply with
National, International, and local standards for
service delivery and adhere to the principles of
the social model of disability. The audit also found
that there was good fidelity to the Trinity Student
Profile (Nolan, 2011, 2014) across services and
that there was good evidence of the disability
officer and Occupational Therapist creating an
environment for disclosure of one’s disability
(Creaner & Nolan, 2015).

identifying paths towards those goals;
and checking progress towards those
goals.”

Mindful of transition to life after college:

“Although I graduated in the
midst of the recent economic
turbulence, I have a clear sense
of direction. I can work on
things and know that I have
good coping strategies"

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLAN:
Currently research is being undertaken on the
psychometric properties of the Trinity Student
Profile (Lombard et al., 2021), on the Unilink SelfManagement Programme (Lewis et al., 2020) and
on
investigating
the
sensory
difficulties
experienced by students with disabilities (Nolan et
al., 2021). A major initiative within the service is
the Trinity sensory Project led by the Occupational
Therapy team. This enterprise aim to create an
inclusive campus from a sensory perspective.
Progress is being made on the ambassador
programme and connections are being made with
Norwegian University of Science and Technology
Trondheim to disseminate this project. A DCD
project is ongoing which aims to investigate the
level of engagement of student with DCD in the
Occupational Therapy and disability services with
a view to planning interventions tailored to their
needs.
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Mental Health Commission. (2008). A recovery approach within the Irish mental health services: A
framework for development. Dublin: Mental Health Commission. https://www.lenus.ie/handle/10147/75113
Nolan, C. (2011). The development and piloting of the ‘Trinity Student Profile’ with students experiencing
mental health difficulties/problems. [Doctoral dissertation, Trinity College Dublin]. Trinity’s Access to
Research Archive. http://www.tara.tcd.ie/handle/2262/85428
Nolan, C., & MacCobb, S. (2006). Uni-Link: A mental health service initiative for university students. World
Federation of Occupational TherapistOccupational Therapists Bulletin, 54(1), 53-59.
Nolan, C., Lewis, K., Treanor, D., & Doyle, J. (2021). Environmental sensory audit student perspectives.
[Unpublished manuscript]. School of Medicine, Trinity College Dublin.
Nolan, C., Sullivan, O., Gleeson, C., & Lewis, K. (2013). Balancing the books: Managing fatigue in college:
Staff
and
students.
Trinity
College
Dublin.
https://www.tcd.ie/disability/assets/doc/pdf/Balancing%20the%20Books_Fatigue%20booklet.pdf
Reilly, D. (2019). Outcomes for students with disabilities in Trinity College Dublin. The AHEAD Journal, 9, 16. https://ahead.ie/journal/Outcomes-for-students-with-disabilities-in-Trinity-College-DublinSumsion, T., Law, M. (2006) A review of the evidence on the conceptual elements informing client centred
practice. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 73(3), 153-62.
Swain, J., & French, S. (2000). Towards an affirmation model of disability. Disability and Society, 15(4), 56982.
Unger, K. (1990). Supported post-secondary education for people with mental illness. American
Rehabilitation, 16 (2) 10-14.
Unger, K. (1993). Creating supported education programmes utilizing existing community resources.
Psychosocial Rehabilitation Journal, 17(1), 11-23.

Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Dr. Clodagh Nolan
Email: nolancl@tcd.ie
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E n a bl i n g T r a n s i t i o n s t o H i gh er E du c a t i o n :
An Oc c u pa t i o n a l T h er a pi s t ’s r o l e i n a s er vi c e
devel o pmen t s t o r y.

MUNSTER TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY
(MTU) CORK CAMPUS
JULIE O'DONOVAN, DISABILITY TRANSITIONS
PROGRAMME CO-ORDINATOR
RUTH MURPHY, ACTING DISABILITY OFFICER
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):
MTU Cork Campus Disability Support Service
(DSS)

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The MTU Cork Campus Transitions Support
Programme is part of the SOAR Project which is an
inter-institutional collaboration of Access Services of
the Southern Cluster of higher education institutions –
University College Cork, Institute of Technology
Carlow, Munster Technological University and
Waterford Institute of Technology. The Transitions
programme and its projects are funded by the
Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH)
Strand 3 – Enabling Transitions. The Transitions
programme is located within the MTU Cork campus
Disability Support Service/Access Service.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
“To fully understand participation in education,
attention should be given to how tasks or routines
might be altered to ensure over-all participation in
an environment”. This is a statement from the
National Disability Authority (NDA) good practice
guide for adults with autism (2017). It supported me
understand how to begin. By learning about
individual differences and complex needs and
using an autistic lens I could begin to find the
opportunities and possibilities for environmental
adaptation and change. This process was also
supported by reflecting on the Person, Environment
Occupation (PEO) model (Law et al., 1996). Finally,
I reflected on task analysis and the Perceive, Recall,
Plan and Perform (PRPP) System of Task Analysis
(Ranka, 2014) to support understanding the many
elements of the tasks that higher education
students undertake as part of the participation
challenges for the autistic student.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

TARGETED

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:

SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:

The SOAR project highlights that students with
disabilities now make up approximately 5.2% of the
total student population at third level education. They
note that the readiness of learning environments to
facilitate access, transfer, and progression for
students with disabilities is a critical factor in the
successful transition of students into higher
education. Thus, the objectives of the Enabling
Transition project are to support the integration and
retention of students with disabilities in higher-level
education. The MTU Disability Support Service
responded to this need with the development of a
transitions program that would be designed and
developed for the transition needs of the autistic
student. An Occupational Therapist was engaged to
support the process of service development, design,
and delivery. The programme considers three service
elements pre-entry, entry, and post entry support
opportunities.

The Transition programme began with the time taken
to understand the post-entry needs of autistic
students. To do this, the Occupational Therapist
provides a first-year education mentoring service, and
the Occupational Therapist joined the DSS team in
providing needs assessments on entry. An essential
part of the development and design process was to
meet and spend time with students. Thus, seeing,
listening and problem-solving collaboratively around
the activity challenges that they are encountering in
their first year of higher education. In addition, entry
supports were developed with the specific
communication style of the autistic students in mind.
For example, an entry guide has been developed. The
design of the guide was based on guidelines around
the autistic communication style. To further develop
this entry support we have asked autistic students to
review this guide and provide advice on how this
communication medium can be improved. We have
also accessed funding to create a youth-friendly
animated version of this guide.
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The advice from the student review will be part of the
re-design of the entry guide. Finally, we have made
some initial steps in applying the learnings from the
post-entry work into the development of a pre-entry
support programme. Progress has significantly been
influenced by the Covid restrictions. During this time,
we have applied for and been awarded funding to
develop transition resources. We have called these
Education Stories. These stories promote the
concept of self-determination and educational goal
setting as a skill. These are currently being
developed. All these initiatives have been part of
highlighting and advocating for the participation
needs of the autistic student. By using the autistic
lens to understand how challenging participation in
higher education can be we are aiming to promote
that the learnings from this programme can support
higher education’s diverse student community. Thus,
we are promoting the links between complex student
needs and universal support services design.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:

Supporting access, transition, and participation in
higher education for students with additional needs
is a complex and challenging process. Reliance on
traditional approaches or single perspectives can
limit the success of programmes. Employing an
Occupational

Therapist

in

the

design

and

development of initiatives brings new dimensions to
the programme, it can re-orientate thinking and
offer very practical and effective solutions informed
by Occupational Therapy theory and professional
practice and thereby enriching service design as a
whole. Sheila, Soar Project Co Ordinator

STAFF QUOTE:

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:

The transition programme post-entry work has
raised the profile and advocated for the
participation challenges that arise for a student
with complex needs. This has been within the
access service and with student services and
lecturers. There were informal conversations,
opportunities to speak at student service team
meetings, staff workshops and collaborative
projects with student services. In addition, there
been external collaboration opportunities with
services such as ASPECT, UCC Autism Friendly
Initiative and the Centre for Integration of
Research, Teaching and Learning (CIRTL), UCC.
An entry outcome of the programme has been
an increased understanding within student
support services on the communication style
and needs of an autistic student. In addition, the
promotion
of
reflecting
on
service
communication has been implemented to work
on communicating more effectively with
students.
A pre-entry outcome has been education and
discussion with student services staff and
secondary school staff on the concept of
education goal-setting/ self-determination as a
skill for students with and without challenges.

Having an Occupational Therapist developing and
running a transitions programme for students with
disabilities has been invaluable to the Disability
Support Service. Julie has brought knowledge and
experience to developing the programme, as well as
mentoring students who are taking the big step into
higher education. The Occupational Therapy approach
has especially benefitted our increasing numbers of
autistic students starting in the university each year.
The Occupational Therapy approach has added
another dimension of support to the Disability
Support Service and informed our thinking around
supports for all students with disabilities. Ruth, Acting
Disability Officer MTU Cork Campus

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

The Transition Programme has given me the
opportunity

to

promote

the

role

of

Occupational Therapyin service design. It has
supported me to creatively think about linking
concepts such as innovative service design,
service processes, occupational participation,
task analysis and universal design. It has been
a

wonderfully

challenging

experience

for

me

Therapist.

Julie,

as

an

Disability

and

creative

Occupational
Transitions

Programme Co Ordinator, MTU Cork Campus
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SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The transition program is a three-year program. In the third year of the programme the work began on
advocating for the participation needs of the autistic student at an entry and post entry level will continue to be
developed. The focus of the final year of the program is to start the design and delivery of a pre-entry program.
The plan is that the pre-entry transitions program will initially be offered in a senior cycle learning environment.
Our goal is to provide a pre-entry transition programme to students, teachers, and families.

REFERENCES:
Law, M., Cooper, B., Strong, S., Stewart, D., Rigby, P., & Letts, L. (1996). The Person–Environment–Occupation
Model: A transactive approach to occupational performance. Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy,
63(1), 9–23.
National Disability Authority. (2017). Models of good practice in effectively supporting the needs of adults with
autism, without a concurrent intellectual disability, living in the community. http://nda.ie/Publications/DisabilitySupports/Autism/Good-practice-in-supporting-adults-with-autism.pdf
Ranka, J. (2014). Occupational performance model: PRPP assessment.
www.occupationalperformance.com/assessments/cognitive-component/prpp-system/
SOAR. (2019). Inter institutional collaboration on access. https://www.soarforaccess.ie/enabling-transitions/

Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Julie O’Donovan
Email: Juliea.odonovan@cit.ie
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D S G r a du a t e At t r i bu t es & E mpl o yabi l i t y –
An o c c u pa t i o n a l t h er apy appr o a c h t o addr es s i n g
t h e empl o ymen t n eeds o f s t u den t s wi t h di s a bi l i t i es
wi t h i n t h e T C D D i s abi l i t y Ser vi c e

TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN
EITHNE COLEMAN (OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST &
PROJECT LEAD)
MEMBERS
INCLUDE:

OF

THE

DISABILITY

SERVICE

TO

DECLAN TREANOR (DIRECTOR),
KIERAN LEWIS (SENIOR OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST),
CLARE MALONE (OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST)
AISLING
CLAFFEY
(OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST),
DECLAN REILLY (DISABILITY OFFICER)
ANDREW
COSTELLO
(ASSISTIVE
TECHNOLOGIST),
KEVAN O’ROURKE (ADMINISTRATIVE LEAD),
ALISON
DOYLE
(ACADEMIC
SUPPORT
SPECIALIST)

SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):
Trinity Disability Service, Trinity Careers Service,
Trinity Ability Co-op (A co-operative movement by
students with disabilities in Trinity College Dublin
toward radical inclusion)

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Occupational Therapy service in Trinity College
Dublin was established by Dr. Clodagh Nolan in the
Discipline of Occupational Therapy in 2004 and is
delivered in collaboration with the Disability Service.
The OT service aims to enable students to develop
practical skills and strategies to facilitate engagement
in the student role both academically and socially, and
to support transition, participation, and progression in
college life to include preparation for life post
education. The service is co-funded by the
Department of Education and Skills and the European
Social Fund as part of the ESF Programme for
Employability, Inclusion and Learning 2014-2021.
There are currently four full-time Occupational
Therapists positioned within the service.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
The National Disability Authority has asserted; ‘People
with disabilities are two and a half times less likely to
have a job than non-disabled (AHEAD, 2008; NDA,
2005) with the progression and retention rate of
students with disabilities remaining significantly low in
comparison to their peers (Covington-Smith, 2008;
Crosling et al., 2009; de Fur et al., 1996; Jones, 2008;
Reilly, 2018; Wessel et al., 2009).

The Graduate Attributes and Employability project was
developed to address the employment needs of
students with disabilities and support progression into
employment post education. The following project
objectives are in line with the University’s Strategic Plan
2020-2025:
Education & Skill Development: To provide
educational and employment skill development
opportunities to both students and staff within TCD
(to include student services) within the area of
career development for students with disabilities
Career Opportunities: To connect with TCD Careers,
student services, University departments & external
employers to increase availability of career
opportunities for students with disabilities
Mentorship and Individualised Support: To deliver a
specific career focused individualised support to
students with disabilities through mentorship and 1:1
intervention
The Graduate Attributes and Employability project
encompasses an inclusive approach to targeted and
intensive interventions, with supports being provided for
all students with a disability utilising an inclusive
approach, and more intensive interventions for a few
students who are identified as having greater needs.
For the purpose of this Service Story, a brief overview of
the supports available to all students with disabilities will
be presented.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
Occupational Therapy within the Disability Service
plays a significant role in the support for students
as they transition into, through and out of the
university. The holistic nature of occupational
therapy allows the occupational therapist to focus
on various areas of the student's life enabling
engagement in these transition points. The OT
service within Trinity College Dublin uses the
Person Environment Occupation Model (Law et
al., 1996) to inform its service provision. This
model of practice enables both the student and
occupational therapist to explore how the person
(e.g., employability skills & career desires), the
environment (e.g., physical environment: the
workplace, the social environment: colleague
interaction, and the culture environment:
workplace
inclusiveness)
and
desired
occupations (e.g. employment application and
interview) interact with one another.
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This approach has also been used as the
theoretical
framework
to
underpin
the
development
of
Graduate
Attributes
and
Employability Programme including the design of
the interventions and the supports provided to the
students at each tier.
SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

Internship posts: The allocation of graduate and
summer internship posts for students with
disabilities will commence this June 2021.
Students will be supported throughout their
internship with the completion of a need’s
assessment and monthly check-ins with their
internship Disability Officer.

TARGETED

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:
SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
The Graduate Attributes and Employability
targeted intervention ensures that all Trinity
College students with disabilities have access to
key information relating to career development
and employment, from within and external to their
school or department. This support is provided
through numerous activities which are developed
and delivered in collaboration with Trinity College
Dublin Careers Office. These include:
Course-based
preparation
sessions
–
signposting to resources as needed
Policies regarding internships & placement
agreement forms
Information sessions for school internship staff
& employers
Online content for students and staff on DS &
Trinity College Dublin sites / Mycareer
Connection
to
internship/
employability
opportunities within Trinity College Dublin &
external Disability-related organisations
Connection to alumni based within the
workplace

"The Graduate Attributes and Employability project
offers students with disabilities with resources to
guide them on their career journey after college.
Through the Microsoft SWAY document of the
project, I was able to see jobs that were hiring and
was provided with information regarding disclosing
my disability in a workplace. I found this very useful
as thinking about the workplace is met with great
uncertainties, so the information is invaluable to
me." - Sarah, 22 years old

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

"The transition from higher education to
employment can be challenging for many
students with disabilities. This ambitious
project aims to enable and empower students
in the developing employability skills by

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
Although in its infancy, outcomes of the project to
date include:
Career Drop-in service for students with
disabilities in collaboration with Trinity College
Dublin Careers Service
Monthly Newsletter, which is career focused
with key information, advertisement of events
and
employment
opportunities,
and
signposting to further support for students with
disabilities
Website review and adaptation of Career
applications to include accessible information
for students with disabilities

ensuring inclusive internship within their
courses

and

individualised

providing

targeted

supports

for

and

students

throughout their student journey"
- Kieran Lewis

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The Graduate Attributes and Employability
project is in its first year of delivery and reviews
take place regularly with ongoing development.
May 2021 will see a process review of the
project where each level of support will be
reviewed in full.

27

With the Disability Service’s move to the new Printing House Square location (Disability Hub – September
2021), more focus will shift towards the development of an Alumni Community and provision of space within
the Disability Hub to provide events throughout the year facilitated by this community to encourage more DS
mentorship and connection.
Graduate and Summer Internships within the disability service are due to commence in June 2021 and the
graduate attributes and employability lead will play key role in the support available to the
interns from pre-internship right through to post internship preparation.

REFERENCES:
Association of Higher Education of Disability. (2008). Workplace attitudes to graduates with disabilities:
Findings
&
recommendations.
AHEAD
Education
Press.

https://www.ahead.ie/userfiles/files/shop/pay/EQUALWAM0507WorkplaceAttitudesToGraduatesWithDisa
bilities.pdf

Covington-Smith, S. (2008). Addressing dropout related factors at the local level: Recommendations for
teachers.
The
National
Dropout
Prevention
Center
for
Students
with
Disabilities.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526385.pdf
Crosling, G., Heagney, M., & Thomas, L. (2009). Improving student retention in Higher Education.
Australian
Universities
Review,
51(2),
9-18.
http://www.universityworldnews.com/filemgmt_data/files/AUR_51-02_Crosling.pdf
de Fur, S. H., Getzel, E. E., & Trossi, K. (1996). Making the postsecondary education match: A role for
transition planning. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 6(3), 231-241. https://www.deepdyve.com/lp/iospress/making-the-postsecondary-education-match-a-role-for-transition-0RONLKEFIk
Jones, R. (2008). Student retention and success: A synthesis of research. EvidenceNet: Higher Education
Academy.
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/student-retention-and-success-synthesisresearch
Law, M., Cooper, B., Strong, S., Stewart, D., Rigby, P., & Letts, L. (1996). The Person–Environment–
Occupation Model: A transactive approach to occupational performance. Canadian Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 63(1), 9–23. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F000841749606300103
National Disability Authority. (2005). Annual Report 2005. The National Disability Authority.
http://nda.ie/nda-files/HTML-Versions-Annual-Reports/Annual-Report-2005/annual_report_2005-1.pdf
Reilly, D. (2018). International literature on the retention of students with disabilities. The AHEAD Journal,
7(8). https://www.ahead.ie/journal/index
Wessel, R. D., Jones, J. A., Markle, L. & Westfall, C. (2009). Retention and graduation of students with
disabilities: Facilitating student success. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 21(3), 116125. http://www.sciepub.com/reference/78787
Service Example Contact Details:

Name: Eithne Coleman
Telephone: 0860676501.
Email: colemaei@tcd.ie
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' Ma n a gi n g T C D wi t h ASD ' : A G r o u p I n t er ven t i o n f o r
T h i r d Level St u den t s o n t h e Au t i s m Spec t r u m

TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN
CLARE MALONE,
OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):
Trinity Student Counselling Service

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Occupational Therapy service in Trinity College
Dublin was established by Dr. Clodagh Nolan in the
Discipline of Occupational Therapy in 2004 and is
provided in collaboration with the Disability Service.
The Occupational Therapy service aims to enable
students to develop practical skills and strategies to
facilitate engagement in the student role both
academically and socially, and to support
participation in college life. These support services
are co-funded by the Department of Education and
Skills and the European Social Fund, with
Occupational Therapy support available free to all
students eligible for this fund based on a needs
assessment process. The Disability Service consists
of nine staff, including four full-time Occupational
Therapists.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
Over 1800 students have registered for Disability Service
supports at Trinity. Over 10% of these students applied for
supports with evidence of an ASD diagnosis, which has
become the fourth-largest category of disability of all
students seeking Disability Service supports. A total of 144
students in this group had been referred for individual
Occupational Therapy in the 2019/2020 academic year.
The prevalence of disclosure of an additional mental health
diagnosis among the cohort of students registered with ASD
is over 16%, with the Student Counselling Service also
indicating high levels of engagement and support needs.
Recent literature exploring the needs of university students
with ASD evidences the efficacy and positive response from
participants of support groups (Hillier, Goldstein & Murphy,
2017; Van Hees et al., 2014).
‘Managing TCD with ASD’ is a 9-week group programme for
students who are on the Autism Spectrum. The group
programme has been developed by an Occupational
Therapist in collaboration with a Student Counsellor.
In response to the transition to remote learning in 2020/21
the programme has evolved into an online format and is
currently delivered solely through Occupational Therapy and
the Disability Service.

The overall group aims include:
To provide a safe, supportive space for students to
explore factors that both hinder and enable
participation in their student role.
To facilitate connection with peers and provide an
opportunity for development of social and
communication skills.
To provide a goal-oriented, supported approach to
addressing common challenges and building on
individual strengths.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
The TCD Occupational Therapy service primarily
operates based upon the Person Environment
Occupation Model (Law et al., 1996). The PEO
approach is used to identify key facilitating factors
and barriers to occupational performance, and to
explore the interactions between the skills and
abilities of the person and the demands of
occupation within the context of their physical, social,
and cultural environments.
This approach has also been used as the theoretical
basis informing the development of the ‘Managing
TCD with ASD’ group programme. This intervention
applies the principles of the PEO by providing a
platform for students to explore person factors related
to their individual experiences of ASD and their
student role, environment factors related to their
interaction with the physical, social, and institutional
environment of the university, and the occupation
factors associated with managing the daily tasks and
activities of being a third level student.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

TARGETED

SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
Managing TCD with ASD is a 9-week group programme
co-facilitated by an Occupational Therapist and a
Student Counsellor. Registration for the group was
available for students with a diagnosis of ASD engaging
with the Disability and/or Counselling Services at Trinity.
In advance of the programme information was gathered
from students via an online survey to clearly identify the
needs of group participants and to inform the
development of programme content. Themes emerging
from the data provided by students included:

Community: the need for social connection,
opportunities to interact with other students with
ASD, building confidence in social interactions
and the ability to form relationships.
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Understanding ASD: seeking a space for
discussion about the experience of being a student
in third level with ASD and learning from shared
experiences.
Practical Support: availing of assistance from
support services and problem-solving common
challenges related to managing the student role.
An analysis of data gathered from a review of
individual Occupational Therapy support provision
was also used to identify key areas upon which to
focus the group programme. This informed the
topics addressed in each group session, which
included managing routine, interacting with
college systems, making friends, and getting to
know other students, navigating sensory needs
and coping with stress and anxiety.
Each 1.5-hour group session consisted of a check
in and warm-up activity, introduction to the session
topic, group discussion and/or an activity related to
the session topic, and goal-setting.

Approximately 20 students have registered for the group
programme annually, with weekly attendance ranging
from 4 – 14 participants and at an estimated average of
7-10 students.
Most recent formal feedback gathered from group
participants following the delivery of the group
programme in the 2019/20 academic year highlighted:
86% agreed that the programme was relevant to their
individual needs
86% found the programme helpful
72% agreed that they had learned something useful
from the programme content
57% indicated that participating in the group had a
positive impact on their wellbeing.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:

“It was really great to
there's

a

robust

autistic

population

Trinity.”

-

at

Anonymous

Student.

I

really

enjoyed

framed as how we can set
goals that are meaningful to
us as opposed to "how can we
get

better?”

-

Anonymous

Student.
SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The group programme continues to evolve on an annual
basis in response to participant feedback, overall
service delivery and, most recently, the transition to
remote learning in third level. The future development of
the programme will be informed by an evaluation to be
carried out following the completion of the 2020/21
cycle in May 2021.

REFERENCES:

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:

know

“That the topics were always

the

Accardo, A., Kuder, S., & Woodruff, J. (2018).
Accommodations and support services preferred by
college students with autism spectrum disorder.
Autism, 23(3), 574-583.
Anderson, A., Cox, B., Edelstein, J., & Andring, A.
(2019). Support systems for college students with
autism spectrum disorder. College Student Affairs
Journal, 37(1), 14-27.
Barnhill, G. (2014). Supporting students with asperger
syndrome on college campuses. Focus on Autism and
Other Developmental Disabilities, 31(1), 3-15.
Hillier, A., Goldstein, J., Murphy, D., Trietsch, R., Keeves,
J., Mendes, E., & Queenan, A. (2017).
Supporting university students with autism spectrum
disorder. Autism, 22(1), 20-28.
Olsson, A., Thorén-Jönsson, A., & Mårtensson, L.
(2013).
Occupational
Therapists'
experience
concerning occupational performance in adults with
asperger syndrome. Occupational Therapy in Mental
Health, 29(1), 42-59.
Van Hees, V., Moyson, T., & Roeyers, H. (2014). Higher
education experiences of students with autism
spectrum disorder: Challenges, benefits and support
needs. Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders, 45(6), 1673-1688.

sessions and opportunity
to

share

things.”

Anonymous Student

-

Service Example Contact Details:

Name: Clare Malone
Email: malonec6@tcd.ie
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K i c k s t a r t – i mpr o ve yo u r s t u dy s k i l l s !

NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF IRELAND, GALWAY.
KATE BROOKS (OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST)
ELLEN MORAN (ASSISTANT PSYCHOLOGIST)
SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Disability Support Service (DSS) is part of the
Access Centre at NUI Galway. It promotes
inclusive practices throughout the campus
community and is committed to the provision of
an equitable learning environment that enables its
students to become independent learners and
highly skilled graduates. The DSS Team at NUI
Galway employ two part-time (2 X 0.75 FTE)
Senior
Occupational
Therapists.
The
Occupational Therapy service is funded by the
Fund for Students with Disabilities (FSD) and in
recent months a central fund has been
established by the Access Centre which allows
students who are not FSD funded to be seen for
Occupational Therapy Supports. Occupational
Therapists are employed directly by the National
Learning Network (NLN) and are sub-contracted
to work in NUI Galway. The Occupational
Therapists have a dual role within the DSS
working as both Disability Advisors and
Occupational
Therapists.
The
assistant
Psychologist also works as a Disability Advisor
and is employed by NLN and sub-contracted to
NUI Galway.
There are a little over 1300 students registered
with the DSS and of these students 82 have been
referred for one-to-one Occupational Therapy in
the Academic year 2020/2021. Of the 82 students
seen by Occupational Therapy Service this
academic year the primary disability categories of
the students were as follows: Autistic Spectrum
Disorder (n=18), Mental Health (n=15), Significant
Ongoing Illness (n=11), Developmental Coordination Disorder (n=10), Specific Learning
Difficulty (n=9), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (n=8) Neurological Condition (6),
Physical Disability (n=5).

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
There are many students registered with DSS who are
either followed up regularly by their Disability Advisor
or the Psychology Assistant and others that have
been referred to the Occupational Therapy Services
for more specialist one to one support. This year Staff
in the Disability Support Service (DSS) observed an
increased student demand for skills development and
additional supports early in semester two, assumed to
be an impact of the current public health emergency,
which lead to a lot of uncertainty around assessments
and exams for this academic year. It was decided that
a series of targeted workshops would be run to allow
all the students registered with DSS to benefit from
more targeted supports ensuring they progress
through their coursework successfully. Due to covid
restrictions at the time of intervention, these
workshops were run virtually with a particular
emphasis on supporting students working in an
online environment. A working group was formed to
plan for these workshops consisting of the
Occupational Therapy Service, the Assistant
Psychologist, a Disability Advisor and the Assistive
Technology Officers and Learning Support Service.
The Assistant Psychologist lead the facilitation of the
project and was the main point of liaison with the
students throughout. It was decided to restrict
participation to students registered with the Disability
Support Service, as there would be reference to
Learning Educational Needs Summary (LENS)
reports,
assistive
technology
and
exam
accommodations, etc.
These six workshops were designed to take place on
two Wednesdays every month from February to April,
with the final workshop taking place on the 21st of
April. The workshops were to take place over lunch
via Zoom. The team met and had a discussion around
the potential topics for these workshops, based on
the trends that were coming up in the one-to-one
sessions with students. An email was then sent to all
students registered with DSS inviting them to
participate in a survey to assess what skills and topics
they would like the workshops to focus on.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

TARGETED
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SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNERS:
The program was run by disability support service
staff.
The Social Media Officer was contacted and
helped put together the promotional flyer. The
series was advertised through the NUI Galway
Access Centre social media accounts and
through a group email sent out to all DSS
registered students at the start of the semester.
Other services within the university were not
involved in the presentations week to week but
students were encouraged to link in with
university supports such as Academic Skills Hub,
Academic
Writing
Centre,
CÉIM,
SUMS,
Counselling, Chaplaincy etc. and other external
supports such as Samaritans, Jigsaw, Pieta House
etc.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
The main skills identified by students to improve were
the following: organising, planning and prioritising,
staying focused/concentration, academic research and
writing, managing stress and anxiety, asking for
help/communication skills.
Considering the student preferences listed above, a
timetable was agreed upon. The members of the team
were then allocated to specific sessions, based on their
skill set and role within the team. There was a member of
the Occupational Therapy team involved in the planning
of five out of six sessions: Assess Your Skills, Manage
Your Stress and Anxiety, Organise Yourself for Online
Learning,
Improve
Concentration
and
Manage
Procrastination, And Bringing it All Together – Reflection
and Feedback.
Students were advised of the Kickstart programme by
email and by DSS staff. They were invited to register their
interest via an online form. Students then indicated
which sessions they wished to attend and were advised
that they could drop to as many, or as few, sessions as
they liked. All interested students were followed-up with
by email, both before and after their chosen workshops.
A Universal Design for Learning (UDL) approach was
used throughout all sessions. PowerPoint slides were
sent to students in advance of sessions via email, as was
the link to join the Zoom call. Each session was prerecorded, and this recording was made available to
students via Stream after the sessions took place. Prerecording the session in advance meant that team
members could cover the topic without having any
students
unintentionally
disclose
sensitive
or
confidential information which they would not like
recorded.

Closed Captioning was on during both recorded and
live sessions. A transcript of the session was also
made available. Any additional resources and links to
assistive technology were sent to students in the
post-session email, as well as the evaluation form.
Slido, Padlet and the Polls function within Zoom were
used to allow for anonymous, real-time interaction
and feedback from students.
At the first workshop, the students in attendance
were asked to identify some of the skills they wished
to improve this semester. The main skills highlighted
through
this
activity
were
Attention
and
Concentration, Time Management and Motivation.
This confirmed to the team that the topics to be
covered were aligned with the needs of the students
attending.
In keeping to the UDL approach, to allow for
increased student engagement in a virtual
environment a “Kickstart Challenge” was proposed at
the end of each session. This allowed for students to
take action and express their own creativity, while
contemplating the theme of that particular workshop.
An example of this was, following the “Stress and
Anxiety Management” workshop, students were
asked to take a photo of nature and send it in via
email, to be shared anonymously with the group at
the beginning of the next session. This proved to be a
popular task among the students and allowed them
to showcase their creativity.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
A total of 59 students registered for the series overall.
The primary disability categories of the students were
as follows: Total (n=52), Mental Health (n=29),
Specific Learning Difficulty (n=5), Neurological
Condition (n=3), Autism Spectrum Disorder (n=1),
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (n=2),
Blind/Visually impaired (n=1), Deaf/Hard of Hearing
(n=1), Significant Ongoing Illness (n=8), Physical
Disability (n=2). Interestingly, this breakdown differs
from that of students whose needs are met directly by
one-to-one Occupational Therapy Supports, though
they were also invited to attend the kickstart program.
Average attendance at sessions was 11 with a
maximum attendance of 26 for Managing Stress and
Anxiety. Of the students that attended all were given
the opportunity to provide feedback directly after the
session and at the end of the program. On
completion of the series, they were given the
opportunity to reassess the same skills which had
been assessed at the beginning of the series. A
majority of students identified as feeling Slightly More
Confident or Much More Confident in each of the
skills assessed.
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SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
Students’ feedback was largely positive but a theme
emerged that students would like the opportunity to
meet in person next year. However, the pre-recording of
sessions was recognised by students as a valuable tool
for those who could not attend at the time of the session
and the team are considering recording a podcast-style
series covering the same topics which could be shared
with students in semester one. This would allow the team
to meet the students’ needs while still focusing on the
monumental task of registering incoming students.
There were a number of new staff recruited this year and
as a result of covid restrictions, the team have not been
able to meet in person. The collaborative nature of
running the Kickstart Series allowed members of the
team to meet regularly and work together, increasing
understanding of each other’s roles and allowing the
sharing of useful resources. It also allowed DSS staff to
utilise UDL approaches in the delivery of the workshops
which gave them a better understanding of what they are
asking of other faculty staff.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTES:

‘I do think it is beneficial to some people
even just to voice their issues and be
connected with the correct supports, to
feel

like

they're

not

alone

in

their

problems and just to connect to other
people in the DSS because I haven't seen
anybody since the orientation in first
year.’

‘I liked the atmosphere and that even
though

people

weren't

comfortable

turning on their cameras that they felt
safe enough to discuss their various
issues. It's nice to get some insight and

QUOTE:

‘The kickstart program allowed the Occupational
Therapy service the opportunity to share our unique
skillset with a wider audience and to learn from our
colleagues and students. The students seemed to
really enjoy the opportunity to share their worries
with their peers and the chance to have the support
of all the different members of the DSS Team right at
their fingertips to help them troubleshoot. We loved
how open and honest the online environment
allowed our students to be!’

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
It is the intention of the team that Kickstart will continue
to run annually with input from a variety of team
members. The skill sharing between areas has been
invaluable for staff and students alike. It was difficult to
identify an objective measure to evaluate the series as
the topics were diverse and student attendance varied
from session to session.However, the qualitative
feedback gathered from the 16 students who did
complete the survey was useful, and most students had
attended multiple sessions.
Following the final session, the team met to discuss the
series as a whole and reflect on the experience. It was
suggested that perhaps DSS staff follow up with their
individual students more regularly to remind them that
the Kickstart sessions were ongoing, as students
mentioned that sometimes the emails could be
overlooked. Going forward, students will be informed of
the series when first registering with DSS.
There was a consistent drop off rate between session
two and session six. This series took place across 3
months and so the drop off may have been related to
students losing interest or building exam stress. To
improve engagement and allow for students to attend
consistently in future, the sessions will be run in a more
condensed time-period. Students have also requested
that series be run in semester one also: while increased
staffing demands at this time of year would not
accommodate this it is likely that the pre-recordings
from the preceding year’s sessions will be made
available to students in semester one of the following
year.

see that you're not the only person
suffering with a particular thought or
issue.’

Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Kate Brooks
Email: kate.h.brooks@nuigalway.ie

Name: Ellen Moran
Email: ellen.moran@nuigalway.ie
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T h e Un i l i n k Sel f -Ma n a gemen t Pr o gr a mme (USMP):
An Oc c u pa t i o n -f o c u s ed Appr o a c h t o Wo r k i n g wi t h
C o l l ege St u den t s E x per i en c i n g Men t a l H ea l t h
D i f f i c u l t i es .

TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN, THE UNIVERSITY OF
DUBLIN
KIERAN LEWIS (SENIOR OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPIST, DISABILITY SERVICE, TCD & PHD
CANDIDATE DISCIPLINE OF OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPY, TCD);
DR. CLODAGH NOLAN (ASST. PROFESSOR,
DISCIPLINE OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY TCD.);
DR ELIZABETH A MCKAY (PROFESSOR IN
OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY, EDINBURGH NAPIER
UNIVERSITY)

SERVICE EXAMPLE DELIVERY PARTNER(S):

Occupational Therapists working within
Disability Services in Trinity College Dublin,
University College Dublin & Technical
University Dublin.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Occupational Therapy Service in Trinity College
Dublin, the University of Dublin was first established in
2004, as a collaboration between the Disability
Service and the Discipline of Occupational Therapy in
Trinity, with Dr Clodagh Nolan, Assist. Professor in the
Discipline of Occupational Therapy in TCD as Clinical
Director. In line with Karen Unger’s on-site model of
supported education (1990), it is located on campus
allowing for service provision that is flexible,
responsive, and available to individuals as needed.
The approach is provided by professionally qualified
Occupational Therapists, who are registered with the
Occupational Therapists Registration Board at CORU
and adhere to Code of Professional Conduct and
Ethics and standards of performance for Occupational
Therapists. There are currently four Occupational
Therapists employed within the Disability Service in
Trinity, funded through European Social Funding
through the Higher Education Authority. The number
of students who avail of the service has grown from
22 students in 2004 to 277 students in the academic
year 20/21. The majority of students who avail of the
Occupational Therapy Service have mental health
difficulties, but it is increasingly accessed by students
on the Autistic Spectrum, those with Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder, Developmental Coordination
Disorder, Significant Ongoing Illnesses, and Physical
or Sensory Disabilities.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
The mental health of students in higher education is
increasingly being recognised as an important public health
issue within Ireland and internationally. International
prevalence studies show that approximately one in three
students in higher education will experience a mental health
difficulty at some stage in their college journey (Auerbach et
al., 2018). Within Ireland, the number of students disclosing
a mental health difficulty when registering with Disability
Services across Ireland has increased from 378 to 2,442
students over the period 2009-2019 (AHEAD, 2020).
Experiencing a mental health difficulty can significantly
impact upon student wellbeing, both academically and
personally (Alonso et al., 2018; Auerbach et al., 2018;
Dooley et al., 2019; Wilks et al., 2020). This can lead to lower
rates of progression and retention in college (Arria et al.,
2013; Auerbach et al., 2016; Reilly, 2019). Higher Education
Institutions have an important role to play in supporting
those students who experience varying levels of mental
health difficulty (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; Royal College of
Psychiatrists, 2011), but the demand for student supports
greatly exceeding resources available (Fox et al., 2020).
Many colleges have adopted wide ranging strategies
encompassing areas such as college regulation and policy,
student services, health promotion initiatives, awareness
campaigns, training of staff across college, student-led
activity such as peer support, on-line mental health
resources, and curriculum design (Murphy, 2017;
Universities UK, 2017).However, the need for individualised
supports for students with enduring mental health
difficulties has been identified (Murphy et al., 2016; Murphy,
2017).
Mental healthcare policy in Ireland has seen a shift over the
past fifteen years, reflecting international trends in moving
from a focus on impairment and deficit, to placing an
emphasis on quality of life and empowering individuals in
their recovery journey (McGrath, 2015). This is reflected in
policy documents such as A Vision for Change (Department
of Health and Children, 2006), Healthy Ireland (Department
of Health, 2013), and the recently published mental health
strategy Sharing the Vision (Department of Health, 2020).
Mental health self-management interventions have been
recommended as part of this move towards recoveryorientated practice within mental health services with
Ireland and internationally (Department of Health, 2020;
NICE, 2014a; NICE, 2014b). Drawing upon the emerging
literature in mental health self-management and mental
health Occupational Therapy, an occupation-focused selfmanagement programme for college students experiencing
mental health difficulties called the Unilink SelfManagement Programme (USMP) (Lewis et al., 2021) was
designed for use within the college context.
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SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
The development of the USMP was guided by two
over-arching conceptual frameworks: The Person
Environment Occupation Model (Law et al., 1996)
and Recovery.The PEO Model is a conceptual
framework developed by Canadian Occupational
Therapists which describes the transactional
relationship between the Person, their Environment
and Occupation (Law et al., 1996). The product of
this transaction is occupational performance.The
PEO Model (Law et al., 1996) was chosen as it
provides a structured and accessible framework for
the Occupational Therapist and student to
understand
and
address
any
occupational
performance issues related to a student’s activities,
tasks, and roles. Recovery is central to the USMP,
focusing upon the student’s journey towards
discovering personal resourcefulness, meaning, and
growth (Mental Health Commission, 2008). The
approach is based upon the student’s personal
definition of recovery. The PEO and Recovery
principles are embedded throughout content, format,
and mode of delivery of the USMP.

SERVICE EXAMPLE CLIENT QUOTE:

“It really helped me to see
what kind of makes me
tick, I suppose, and what
makes me work to the best
of my abilities on a daily
basis”

“Like the main thing I did was
raise kind of personal awareness
…so like more instinctively…. I
think

when

those

triggers

happened again then I’d be more
aware of what it means and
stuff”.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
The USMP is a structured workbook-based approach
developed by Occupational Therapists for Occupational
Therapists, to be delivered to students within the realworld context of college. It is a highly individualised
intervention, which has been specifically designed to
enable college students experiencing enduring mental
health difficulties to explore their mental health and how
it impacts upon their ability to engage in their student
role, and furthermore to enable them to develop
personal strategies to maintain their mental health and
engage in the student role. The programme is divided
into six sections, with each section containing a balance
of educational material, worksheets to prompt reflection,
explorations of current and previous occupational
engagement, and goal setting / planning material. The
USMP is delivered by Occupational Therapists, who
have completed training in its use. The intervention was
designed with flexibility in mind, where content could be
covered in five to eight meetings, but with the option for
additional meetings based upon individual student
need.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION -

INTENSIVE
SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
The USMP has been delivered by Occupational
Therapists within Trinity College Dublin, University
College Dublin & Technical University Dublin over the
past ten years. There is on-going PhD research into the
experiences of students and Occupational Therapists in
using the USMP over a four-year period. The findings of
this will be reported over the coming year.

“I suppose, by identifying what stops me
participating in my student role and coming up
with strategies to deal with when that happens
have been really beneficial because while I sort
of had an idea before actually getting them
pinned down properly and thinking about stuff
that would make me get back into my student
role. I’ve been able to apply it rather than just
kind of thinking ‘O something has happened”.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

“Going to college is often viewed as an exciting
time in one’s life, full of opportunities for new
experiences and learning. However, it can be a
challenging time for students who experience
mental health difficulties. Students are now
treated as adults are perhaps moving away from
their family and other support structures for the
first time. With tailored supports, that enable
participation in student life, students can be
supported in developing these skills for life”.
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SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
The programme will be revised based upon the findings of the on-going research. This updated version will then be
shared nationally and internationally.
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Service Example Contact Details:
Name: Kieran Lewis
Email: klewis@tcd.ie
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H o w Oc c u pa t i o n a l T h er a py Ser vi c es c a n E n a bl e t h e
Pa r t i c i pa t i o n o f St u den t s wi t h Sen s o r y Mo du l a t i o n
C h a l l en ges i n a H i gh er E du c a t i o n C o n t ex t

TECHNOLOGICAL UNIVERSITY DUBLIN
AOIFE DEMPSEY, TECHNOLOGICAL
UNIVERSITY DUBLIN
KIERAN LEWIS & DR. CLODAGH NOLAN,
TRINITY COLLEGE DUBLIN
SERVICE EXAMPLE CONTEXT:
The Occupational Therapy Service in TU Dublin is based
within the Disability Support Services (DSS) in City
Campus. There is currently one Occupational Therapist
working as a part of the DSS team, which is comprised of
Assistive Technology Officers, Learning Support Officers
and Administrative Officers, all of whom report in to the
DSS Manager. The DSS receives funding from the Fund
for Students with Disabilities (FSD), which is provided to
Universities and managed by the HEA to ensure that
students with disabilities receive the supports,
equipment, and accommodations they need to fully and
equitably
participate
in
their
education.
The
Occupational Therapy Service in TU Dublin works
according to the Unilink Model, which was developed by
Dr Clodagh Nolan, Assistant Professor, Discipline of
Occupational Therapy, Trinity College Dublin. Initially,
the Unilink model was developed to address the needs
of the increasing numbers of students in higher
education who were registered with Disability Services
on the grounds of a mental health condition however
over the years the service model has expanded to
include neurodiverse students (students with ADHD or
Autism Spectrum Conditions) among others.

SERVICE EXAMPLE BACKGROUND & NEED:
A key focus of OT intervention is on supporting students
to establish and maintain healthy and balanced patterns
of engagement in their student role. To this end, a
sensory modulation frame of reference is regularly used
by the Occupational Therapist as difficulties with
sensory modulation are common amongst higher
education students with ASD and ADHD and are well
documented in certain Mental Health conditions (Clince
et al 2016, Brown et al 2019) and therefore commonly
underlie functional challenges experienced by students.
Sensory modulation is the neurological process through
which we regulate sensory stimuli and produce a
behavioural response (Brown et al 2019). Challenges
with sensory modulation include both over and underresponsivity to sensory stimuli, and when not
understood and appropriately managed, can cause
difficulties with attention and emotional or behavioural
regulation.

SERVICE EXAMPLE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
A mismatch between a person’s sensory patterns and
the qualities of their sensory environment can result in
barriers
to
participation
within
educational
environments, impacting on academic performance,
socializing and leisure pursuits (Clince et al., 2016;
Gurbuz et al., 2019; Madriaga, 2010). The Occupational
Therapy service supports students with sensory
modulation challenges to participate in their student
role by supporting them to understand their patterns of
sensory processing. This understanding enables
students to effectively manage their sensory needs and
develop strategies to minimise the impact of any
environmental clashes they might experience. Supports
provided by the Occupational Therapist are informed by
Winnie Dunn’s model of Sensory Processing (Brown &
Dunn, 2002) and by additional training in Sensory
Integration theory and practice, sensory modulation,
trauma informed care, and motivational interviewing.

SERVICE EXAMPLE LEVEL OF INTERVENTION:

INTENSIVE
SERVICE EXAMPLE BRIEF DESCRIPTION:
All students who engage with the Occupational Therapy
Service undergo an initial assessment using the
Electronic Trinity Student Profile (Nolan, 2011). Where
sensory modulation challenges are indicated, a more indepth assessment using the Adolescent/Adult Sensory
Profile (Brown & Dunn, 2002) is completed, with follow
up clinical interview. The Occupational Therapist then
engages with the student over a period of time,
providing
psychoeducation
to
promote
the
development of understanding, awareness and selfmanagement skills. Psychoeducation is individualised, is
informed by Winnie Dunn’s model of sensory processing
(Brown & Dunn, 2002), and draws on elements of the
Alert Program® (Williams & Shellenberger, 1996) and
“Sensory Ladders”, as well as other resources from the
Be SMaRT Program (Brown et al., 2006; Brown et al.,
2009; Smith, 2002). Through the use of the theoretical
framework of these programs, as well as learning
resources adapted to meet individual needs, the student
learns about the theory of sensory modulation and
neurological arousal states, develops an awareness of
their levels of neurological arousal and the impact of
arousal states on function and draws a connection
between their arousal states and sensory experiences,
learning how to influence their arousal states through
sensation and environmental modification.
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Ongoing Occupational Therapy input is provided to
empower students with translating their learning into
everyday life situations. The Occupational Therapist
provides support and guidance to students in
developing sensory enriched routines and environments
to support function. Strategies are regularly reviewed so
that they can be adapted as needed. Intervention
provided by the Occupational Therapist is integrated
with and complemented by supports provided by other
members of the Disability Support Services team. For
example, having worked with the Occupational
Therapist, a student might identify that they learn more
effectively while moving. This student can be connected
with their assistive technology officer, who can explore
strategies and tools to enable the student to engage with
their learning while moving. This might include the use
of software to convert texts into MP3 files which can be
listened to while walking and/or the use of dictation
software which allows a student to orally compose
written work while moving about.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OUTCOMES:
Outcomes for students receiving these supports have
included an increased awareness of individual
patterns of sensory processing, including both the
strengths and challenges that these pose. This has led
to the development of sensory enriched daily routines
as well as environmental adaptations which support
daily function.

SERVICE EXAMPLE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST
QUOTE:

Students are experts on their own sensory systems
and often intuitively understand what their nervous
systems need. This knowledge can become buried as a
result

of

years

spent

having

to

conform

to

Occupational Therapists in a higher education context have
a responsibility to partner with students to advocate for
universal design of the sensory environment. The
development of Low Distraction Exam Venues in Trinity
College Dublin (Lewis & Nolan, 2013), is an example of
targeted Occupational Therapy intervention and current
ongoing work taking place in Trinity College Dublin (Nolan
et al., 2019) and the development of The Calm Zone in
University College Cork (University College Cork, 2021), are
examples of universal level interventions to address the
sensory environment. It is hoped that developments such
as these can be pursued in TU Dublin as the Occupational
Therapy service grows and develops.

REFERENCES:
Brown, C., Steffen-Sanchez, P., & Nicholson, R. (2019).
Sensory processing. In V.C. Stoffel, J. Munoz, & C. Brown
(Eds.), Occupational therapy in mental health: A vision for
participation (2nd ed., pp. 323-341). FA Davis Company.
Brown, C., Tollefson, N., Dunn, W., Cromwell, R., & Fillon,
D. (2001). The adult sensory profile: Measuring patterns
of sensory processing. American Journal of Occupational
Therapy, 55, 75–82.
Brown, C.E., & Dunn, W. (2002). Adolescent/adult sensory
profile: User’s manual. Pearson.
Brown, S., Shankar, R., & Smith, K. (2006). Sensory
processing disorder in mental health. Occupational
Therapy
News,
28-29.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/255979971_Se
nsory_processing_in_people_with_Asperger_syndrome
Brown, S., Shankar, R., & Smith, K. (2009). Borderline
personality and sensory processing impairment. Progress
in
Neurology
and
Psychiatry,
13(4),
10-14.
https://www.deepdyve.com/lp/wiley/borderlinepersonality-disorder-and-sensory-processingimpairment-PyC68uIRNh

environmental expectations. I see my role as that of a
facilitator. I provide students with the language and
theoretical framework with which they can excavate
this self-knowledge and articulate their needs. It is a
privilege to witness students use this knowledge to
confidently assume the role of expert and take charge
of

developing

sensory

enriched

routines

and

Brown, A., Tse, T., Fortune, T. (2019) ‘Defining sensory
modulation: A review of the concept and a contemporary
definition for application by occupational therapists.’
Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 26:7,
515-523,
available:
https://doi.org/10.1080/11038128.2018.1509370

environments to support daily life.

SERVICE EXAMPLE FUTURE PLANS:
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IF YOU WOULD LIKE FURTHER INFORMATION PLEASE
CONTACT DR. EITHNE HUNT E.HUNT@UCC.IE OR ANY
OF THE OCCUPATIONAL THERAPISTS WHOSE
DETAILS ARE INCLUDED IN EACH SERVICE STORY.
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