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Abstract

Introduction: Tertiary education courses for health disciplines prepare students for 
work in a professional environment. However, there is difficulty in covering all content 
areas due to a saturated curriculum. As a result, in occupational therapy, a gap exists 
between current course curricula and the knowledge required for a full scope of practice. 
This gap can be bridged with student-led special interest groups as a form of continuous 
professional development to provide extra learning opportunities for students. This study 
aimed to evaluate the perceived effectiveness of a student-led special interest group for 
occupational therapy students at Curtin University, Australia.

Methods: The study utilised a concurrent triangulation mixed-method design. Pre- and 
post-session surveys collected data on students’ experiences from three student-led special 
interest group sessions. A focus group explored themes regarding implementing the 
special interest group sessions. Descriptive statistics were used to analyse demographics, 
and Mann-Whitney U Tests were conducted on pre- and post-session data sets. Reflexive 
thematic analysis was used to analyse the focus group data.

Results: Students perceived that the student-led special interest group could effectively 
build their competence and confidence in the specific occupational therapy topics 
presented. Students perceived the student-led special interest group as an accessible  
means of continuous professional development and provided suggestions for  
future implementation. 

Conclusion: This study’s findings can be used to implement student-led special 
interest groups in other occupational therapy curricula, provide feedback to guide their 
implementation, effectively target student participation and encourage further research 
into the relevance of such groups in other disciplines. 
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Introduction

Lifelong learning is essential for all health professionals (Alsop, 2013). Learning and 
maintaining knowledge and skills may be achieved through continuous professional 
development (CPD) (Alsop, 2013). Similar to many health professional registration 
boards, the Occupational Therapy Board of Australia (OTBA) (2018) encourages 
a culture of lifelong learning for registered occupational therapists by ensuring 
the mandatory completion of at least 20 hours of CPD annually. While registered 
occupational therapists must complete the minimum hours of CPD, no such mandates 
exist for occupational therapy students, despite evidence suggesting the practice of lifelong 
learning and professional identity develops through experiences at university (Milic, 2013). 

Tertiary occupational therapy courses prepare students for professional work by ensuring 
they meet professional competency standards (Fortune et al., 2013). However, the 
increased recognition of occupational therapy in healthcare has led to growth in branches 
of professional practice, resulting in increasing practice-specific content requirements 
(Nicola-Richmond et al., 2019). With saturated occupational therapy curricula, some 
practice areas cannot be covered in-depth, with minimal flexibility for additional 
learning. Alongside other factors that impact new graduates, such as lack of clinical 
experience and self-perceived inadequacies, the inability of the curriculum to cover all 
facets of occupational therapy has contributed to new graduates feeling underprepared as 
working professionals (Lim & Nadeau, 2016; Moir et al., 2022).  

One strategy that could address this issue is implementing a student-led special interest 
group (SIG). A SIG is a voluntary, extracurricular group that provides opportunities 
to explore, learn and be exposed to information around a particular topic (Louw et al., 
2018). Most SIGs aim to engage participants by stimulating interest and contributing to 
improved competence in a particular topic or skill (Louw et al., 2018). Student run groups 
are one response suggested by Patterson et al. (2017), who highlighted positive perceptions 
of these groups, which focused on facilitating independent learning and developing 
clinical skills. Student-led SIGs are groups facilitated by peers that provide learning 
activities, focusing on specialised topics that are not addressed within the curriculum, 
to build knowledge and develop skills (Short et al., 2017). SIGs can help bridge the gap 
between the current curriculum and the skills needed for professional practice but can 
also contribute to the continuous professional development of occupational therapy 
students as lifelong learners (Lim & Nadeau, 2016; Marvell et al., 2013). 

Many CPD opportunities are available for practising occupational therapists to promote 
lifelong learning and further their knowledge and skills, such as conferences, seminars, 
workshops and web-based training modules, which are often also available for students to 
access (Ross et al., 2013). However, research has identified that students experience many 
barriers to seeking and engaging in existing CPD opportunities while studying, such as 
inconvenient times and locations, balancing busy schedules and roles and prohibitive costs 
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(Rizzolo et al., 2016; Zeldenryk & Bradey, 2013). Student-led SIGs have the potential 
to address these barriers by being coordinated by the students, for the students. Being 
student led allows for a more comfortable and approachable learning space for students, as 
it provides opportunities for students to work alongside peers, network and socialise (Lim 
& Nadeau, 2016; Short et al., 2017).

Student-led initiatives allow the unique characteristics of the student cohort to be 
acknowledged, in turn permitting the learning activities covered to be tailored to meet 
students’ specific needs and interests. This is achieved by students acknowledging their 
learning needs and sharing them with their peers to then shape the activities organised 
by the student-led group. In relation to clinical content, student-led SIGs can also present 
extracurricular learning opportunities on new topics or topics that have only been briefly 
covered in formal tuition activities. Research has shown learning opportunities like these 
have increased students’ competence and confidence in their abilities (Highet et al., 2021; 
Marvell et al., 2013; Song, 2017). Beyond covering clinical content, student-led SIGs 
can build on non-clinical skills, such as critical thinking, professional responsibility and 
teamwork (Lim & Nadeau, 2016; Marvell et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2015). Evidence 
from nursing, radiology and surgical medicine suggests that students who engage in SIGs 
perform at higher levels in fieldwork settings and in a professional working environment 
(Dobson et al., 2021; Highet et al., 2021; Song, 2017). However, there is scarce research 
on student engagement in interest groups within occupational therapy. 

A student-led SIG was created in 2021 at Curtin University, Western Australia, as a 
student's honours’ research project, with the goal of providing extra learning opportunities 
for students to engage in, in addition to their formal studies. This study aimed to evaluate 
the implementation of this student-led SIG with respect to the perceived effectiveness and 
satisfaction of occupational therapy students who participated. 

Methods

Research design

This study utilised a concurrent triangulation mixed-method design. Researchers 
completed quantitative and qualitative data collection, an independent analysis of the two 
strands and then merged the data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The mixed-method 
design provided a rich understanding of the students’ experiences in a SIG by collecting 
quantitative and qualitative results and combining them into one interpretation (Creswell 
& Plano Clark, 2011). Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Curtin 
University Human Research Ethics Committee (HRE2021-0060). All participants 
provided written consent prior to data collection.

Participants

Convenience sampling was used to recruit occupational therapy students at Curtin 
University in Western Australia who participated in a student-led SIG. Inclusion criteria 
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required participants to be over 18, enrolled in an occupational therapy course and have 
participated in at least one session of the SIG. 

Procedures

The SIG was comprised of multiple 1-hour lecture-style sessions. They were held once a 
month and were organised by a group of six students who self-nominated to form the SIG 
organising committee, which was independently formed from within the occupational 
therapy cohort. The students advertised sessions on campus and organised the logistics 
of booking rooms, setting up presentation equipment and inviting guest speakers. The 
sessions were run on campus by qualified health professionals—two of whom were 
university academic lecturers and another external to university staff—and provided 
opportunities for in-person or online attendance. Topics involved networking and 
employability, managing burnout and emotional intelligence. Topics were chosen through 
discussion between the organising committee members and researchers based on the 
topics they felt the cohort would be interested in and the availability of presenters for  
each topic. 

The SIG sessions and data collection occurred from February 2021 to October 2021. The 
research team comprised six members, four final-year occupational therapy students and 
two experienced researchers. The student researchers were peers of the participants.

The occupational therapy cohort was invited via Eventbrite©, email and BlackBoard© 
announcements to complete online surveys before and after attending each session. 
Participants who had chosen to watch recordings of the sessions online were encouraged 
to complete surveys in their own time. The final question in the survey asked participants 
to engage in a focus group, and those who accepted were subsequently contacted to 
participate. 

After the three sessions, a 1-hour focus group was held via Zoom© (Zoom Video 
Communications, Inc., 2021) to explore the themes students identified from their 
experience of the SIG sessions. Three of the four student researchers facilitated the focus 
group with the participants, utilising guiding questions, which are expanded on within 
the data collection section. The remaining student researcher was unavailable for data 
collection however was actively involved in data analysis. The meeting was audio and 
video recorded via Zoom©. To encourage participants to speak freely, researchers were 
not involved in the organising committee for the SIG, and both negative and positive 
perceptions were invited by the facilitators.

Data collection

Researchers created the self-report surveys using the secure web-based survey application 
Qualtrics© (Qualtrics, 2021). Bespoke survey questions were created by the researchers 
to address the aims of the research as no validated tool existed. Questions were related 
to demographic information and attendance at sessions and prompted participants to 
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provide their self-perception of their clinical occupational therapy skills, knowledge and 
professional practice and their confidence in their ability to apply their knowledge prior to 
attending the session/s. Scales ranged from 1–10, with 1 being “very poor” and 10 being 
“excellent”. A similar scale, with 1 being “highly unlikely” and 10 being “definitely”, 
was used to gather perceptions on the impact of SIGs on their continuous professional 
learning and on their learning being facilitated by extra opportunities outside of the 
university curriculum. 

Focus group questions were informed by the data accumulated from the pre- and post-
surveys. Questions allowed participants to elaborate on their survey answers and included: 
likes and dislikes of the SIG; thoughts on the presentation, content and relevance of 
topics; and perceptions of the frequency and location of the sessions. 

Data analysis

Quantitative 

Quantitative analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS 27© (IBM Corp., 2020). Only 
complete survey responses were included, and incomplete survey data were removed from 
the analysis. Demographic data were organised via frequency count equations. Descriptive 
statistical analyses were completed for each data set. Due to the ordinal nature of the 
outcome measures (1 to 10 rating scale), Mann-Whitney U Tests were conducted on pre- 
and post-session data sets to determine significant differences. The level of significance 
for statistical tests was set at p = 0.05. 

Qualitative 

Recordings from the focus group were transcribed verbatim. Researchers utilised a 
thematic analysis process similar to Braun & Clarke’s 6-phase framework (Maguire 
& Delahunt, 2017). Researchers ensured credibility, confirmability, dependability 
and transferability to improve trustworthiness within the data analysis (Ahmed, 2024). 
NVivo© (QSR International, 2021) stores and manages the data. Once transcripts were 
thoroughly read through and organised, the student members of the research team 
collaboratively generated initial codes and organised these into broad themes. The 
experienced researchers in the team then cross-checked these themes.

Next, all research team members collectively reviewed and discussed themes 
until a consensus was reached. Four themes were defined and named. Member-
checking procedures were conducted by emailing the participating students a finalised  
list and describing themes derived from the focus group. No feedback from participants 
was received. 
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Results 

Phase 1: Survey 

Demographics 

A total of 228 pre-survey responses and 155 post-survey responses were completed 
across three sessions. Between 34 and 92 students completed a survey for each of the 
three SIG sessions, with the exact number varying per session. Although exact cohort 
numbers from the year of data collection were not available, this represents approximately 
8% participation, assuming an approximate quota of 1,100 students (combining 
undergraduates and graduate-entry master’s students). Most responses were from female 
and third-year undergraduate students. See Table 1 for a summary of the participant 
demographics. 

Outcomes 

Students’ self-reported knowledge, skills and confidence in the specific SIG topics of 
networking and employability, managing burnout and emotional intelligence saw a 
statistically significant increase between pre- and post-surveys for all three SIG sessions, as 
shown in Table 2. Students’ confidence in applying occupational therapy concepts related 
to these topics also saw a statistically significant increase in all three sessions. However, 
statistically significant increases were not identified between the pre- and post-surveys for 
all three sessions in relation to students’ perceived level of clinical occupational therapy 
skills and knowledge surrounding occupational therapy concepts, as well as professional 
practice following the first session, which focused on networking and employability. 
However, a positive trend was observed over the three sessions related to these questions. 

Students’ beliefs that SIGs can provide extra learning opportunities and that the practical 
experience provided by the SIG session can contribute to their learning was highly rated 
for each of the three SIG sessions, as shown in Table 3. A positive trend can be observed 
over the three sessions relating to these questions. Students highly rated their belief that 
student-led groups are more approachable than other forms of CPD. Students rated that 
they would be highly likely to return to student-led SIG sessions and recommend them 
to their peers. A positive trend is apparent for the survey question regarding students’ 
likeliness to return to SIGs across the three groups. 

Phase 2: Focus group 

Five occupational therapy students volunteered to participate in the focus group. 
Participants were asked to discuss their experiences of SIG sessions and how these aligned 
with their learning. The four themes generated were: “By students, for students”; “How 
does it fit into my life?”; “Our needs are all different”; and “Preparing for life after 
university”. Student quotes are included to illustrate each theme.
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Table 1 

Demographic Distribution of Students Who Completed Each Survey Pre- and Post-Participation in SIG Sessions

  Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 

PRE 
n = 71 (%)

POST 
n = 62 (%)

PRE 
n = 92 (%)

POST 
n = 59 (%)

PRE
n = 65 (%)

POST 
n = 34 (%)

Gender 

 

 

Male  12 (16.9)  8 (12.9)  4 (4.4)  7 (11.9)  7 (10.8)  3 (8.8) 

Female  59 (83.1)  54 (87.1)  88 (95.7)  52 (88.1)  58 (89.2)  31 (91.2) 

Other  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0) 

Age 

 

 

18–20  34 (47.9)  32 (51.6)  41 (44.6)  29 (49.2)  20 (30.8)  14 (41.2) 

21–24  27 (38)  24 (38.7)  38 (41.3)  23 (39)  40 (61.5)  17 (50) 

25+  10 (14.1)  6 (9.7)  13 (14.1)  7 (11.9)  5 (7.7)  3 (8.8) 

Year of Study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1st-year UG  12 (16.9)  7 (11.3)  11 (12)  8 (13.6)  3 (4.6)  1 (2.9) 

2nd-year UG  12 (16.9)  12 (19.4)  23 (25)  18 (30.5)  25 (38.5)  10 (29.4) 

3rd-year UG  37 (52.1)  36 (58.1)  48 (52.2)  25 (42.4)  28 (43.1)  13 (38.2) 

4th-year UG  5 (7)  4 (6.5)  4 (4.4)  1 (1.7)  5 (7.7)  5 (14.7) 

1st-year GEM  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0) 

2nd-year GEM  4 (5.6)  1 (1.6)  4 (4.4)  5 (8.5)  4 (6.2)  4 (11.8) 

3rd-year GEM  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0) 

Multiple units  1 (1.4)  2 (3.2)  2 (2.2)  2 (3.4)  0 (0)  1 (2.9) 

Study Load 

 

Full time  64 (90.1)  59 (95.2)  84 (91.3)  57 (96.6)  58 (89.2)  32 (94.1) 

Part time  7 (9.9)  3 (4.8)  8 (8.7)  2 (3.4)  7 (10.8)  2 (5.9) 

Student Domestic  58 (81.7)  50 (80.7)  81 (88.0)  49 (83.1)  57 (87.7)  32 (94.1) 

International  13 (18.3)  12 (19.4)  11 (12.0)  10 (17)  8 (12.3)  2 (5.9) 

Mode of 
Advertising 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Media  31 (43.7)  29 (46.8)  46 (50.0)  23 (39.0)  37 (56.9)  22 (64.7)

Email  12 (16.9)  8 (12.9)  14 (15.2)  9 (15.3)  7 (10.8)  2 (5.9) 

Blackboard  6 (8.5)  5 (8.1)  7 (7.6)  7 (11.9)  6 (9.2)  3 (8.8) 

Posters  6 (8.5)  4 (6.5)  6 (6.5)  3 (5.1)  0 (0)  1 (2.9) 

Peers  12 (16.9)  11 (17.7)  11 (12)  12 (20.3)  14 (21.5  5 (14.7) 

Lecturers  4 (5.6)  5 (8.1)  3 (3.3)  1 (1.7)  0 (0)  0 (0) 

Other  0 (0)  0 (0)  5 (5.4)  4 (6.8)  1 (1.5)  1 (2.9) 

UG = undergraduate, GEM = graduate entry masters
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Table 3 

Students’ Perceptions of Student-Led SIGs, Post-Participation in SIG Sessions 

 

Session 1 
n = 61 

Session 2 
n = 58

Session 3
n = 34

All Sessions 
n = 153

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

If you believe SIG’s can provide extra learning 
opportunities, in addition to your current studies 8.51 (1.82) 8.55 (1.52) 8.62 (1.35) 8.55 (1.61)

If you believe the practical experience provided in 
SIGs can help contribute to your learning 8.33 (1.93) 8.33 (1.65) 8.35 (1.14) 8.33 (1.71)

If you believe student-led groups are more 
approachable for students than other forms of 
continuous professional development 

8.31 (1.89) 8.52 (1.48) 8.35 (1.59) 8.40 (1.67)

How likely would you be to return to student-
led SIGs in the future?  8.61 (1.88) 9.07 (1.25) 9.15 (1.23) 8.90 (1.54)

How likely would you be to recommend attending 
student-led SIGs to a friend?  8.66 (1.73) 9.02 (1.25) 9 (1.21) 8.87 (1.45)

By students, for students 

Students expressed that they felt more comfortable attending SIG sessions knowing that 
their student peers had facilitated them than they otherwise would have if organised by 
university academics: “I like the fact that it’s run by students, for students … it just makes 
it a little bit more comfortable to attend” (S1). In addition, students felt that the topics 
presented in the SIG sessions aligned with their formal learning and were well suited to 
the knowledge level of students across all cohorts. They also appreciated that some SIG 
sessions were presented by lecturers with whom they were already familiar: “I found that 
topics were really suited to [us as] students and also [liked] that it’s given by lecturers that 
we know as well” (S2). 

How does it fit into my life?

Students expressed the importance of SIG sessions being easily accessible and able to fit 
into their already busy schedules. They liked having the option to participate in SIG 
sessions either online or face to face. Students found the face-to-face session on campus 
convenient and “quite a nice atmosphere [to] listen to the presenters” (S3). Others 
identified that having the video recordings on the online platform made the session 
content more accessible. However, issues with accessing the content, internet connection 
interruptions, poor sound quality and difficulty asking questions to presenters through 
the online platform were experienced. 
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Students found the monthly scheduling of the sessions suitable, however some found the 
third session difficult to attend as it was scheduled during a busy time of the semester  
for students with assignments and exams. Students indicated they would be happy to  
engage in SIG sessions more frequently during quieter university weeks at the start of  
the semester.

The students agreed the 1-hour length of each session was manageable with their 
workload and that having the SIG sessions in the occupational therapy building made 
them easy to attend. Students expressed that consistency and convenience with location 
and time were desirable: “I think keep it at the one spot and ... have it at the same time ... 
just making sure it’s a bit consistent” (S1). 

Students thought advertising through posters distributed around the occupational therapy 
building on campus and on social media (Facebook©) was informative and created 
discussion between students. Students identified the SIG sessions as an opportunity to 
meet and connect with other students across different year levels. However, it was agreed 
they would like more opportunities for socialising and networking before or after  
the sessions. 

Students liked that the SIG sessions were free, and some emphasised that they would 
be disinclined to attend future events if there was a small fee. One student expressed, 
“As someone that’s had to pay for ... CPD this year, I would say no [to attending]” (S4). 
Another student agreed, saying, “I wouldn’t really pay for it” (S4). Students identified that 
they would like to be given a form of evidence for attendance to put towards compulsory 
CPD hours. 

Our needs are all different 

Topics of the SIG sessions were brought up in discussion throughout the focus group, 
with students identifying the topic as an important motivator for attending and a need for 
it to align with their current occupational therapy curriculum and personal interests.  

Overall, students expressed that the topics presented in the SIG sessions were relevant 
and that they enjoyed the variety, as they were well suited to their role as students. They 
appreciated how they were linked to their current curriculum, with one participant 
reporting, “The topics are very diverse … but they’re still actually linking back to us as 
students” (S2). Students believed these topics came at a reasonable time of the semester 
but that reconsidering the timing of the session on managing burnout may have assisted 
them to be more prepared for exam weeks. 

Students thought the topics and presenters were engaging, however it was expressed that 
they would have liked access to slideshow presentations to follow along: “I think the 
presentation was quite engaging, to be honest. I was engaged enough to listen the whole 
way through” (S2). 
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Students requested future topics to help them prepare for clinical placement and CPD 
portfolio development: “I think maybe some topics on preparing for prac and some things 
you can do to help you develop more skills” (S3). Students also suggested topics relevant 
to specialist areas of practice, e.g., hand therapy, gerontology and mental health: 

I think those topics [included in the sessions] kind of help us manage our workload. 
But in terms of helping our learning, I think maybe some more interest groups on 
specific topics throughout our units … because some people might find certain 
topics more interesting and want to go into more depth on any content we do. And 
it might also just help us understand a little bit more. (S4)

Preparing for life after university 

Students believed the topics were well suited to their studies but gave them some further 
insights, not covered in their studies, into the need for future practical professional skills 
that would be valuable when working as an occupational therapist. Students found 
the sessions gave them “a sense of what it’s like to sort of work as an OT [occupational 
therapist] and to ... learn a bit about the more practical skills, things like managing 
burnout [and] how to manage that” (S5). Students found the topics helped them 
better understand how to manage their workload and, with the emotional intelligence 
presentation, transferable to communication as a future occupational therapist.

Discussion

This study evaluated the perceived effectiveness of, and satisfaction with, a student-led 
SIG for occupational therapy students at Curtin University. Findings demonstrated that 
occupational therapy students are interested in participating in student-led SIGs, that they 
perceived the SIG as providing further opportunities for networking and learning outside 
what is covered in the curriculum and that it contributed to their perceived knowledge 
development. In addition, students perceived that the student-led aspect made the group 
more approachable and accessible, encouraging their participation. They were mostly 
satisfied with the sessions but had suggestions for future content to help prepare them for 
practice broadly and in particular areas of speciality. 

Students reported an interest in engaging in student-led SIGs in addition to completing 
the required coursework within the curriculum. This study has shown potential for 
SIGs to provide positive extracurricular opportunities for students to engage in when 
they want to further their learning in specific content areas (Lim & Nadeau, 2016). The 
survey data indicated that participants held a belief that the content and skills presented 
in the sessions contributed to their understanding of occupational therapy concepts. This 
finding strengthens the notion of lifelong learning as one that requires engagement in 
more than just a formal curriculum and suggests that SIGs have the potential to foster 
this attribute at the earliest stages of one’s health professional career by providing extra 
opportunities for learning (Alsop, 2013). 
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Based on students’ perceptions, participation in the SIG positively impacted their 
opportunities to connect with peers. Participants highlighted how the SIG provided an 
opportunity to meet peers within their cohort and across different year groups. This 
provided a sense of socialisation in an education setting that typically does not address 
the need for peer collaboration over different year groups. Presentations by qualified 
health professionals also provided opportunities for students to connect with clinicians in 
the topic areas to explore clinical learning opportunities further. Literature suggests the 
importance of making social connections early on to improve graduate employability and 
secure opportunities for career progression (Badoer et al., 2021). Universities, therefore, 
play a pivotal role in preparing students to enter the workforce with the necessary 
opportunities to network and develop their skills (Badoer et al., 2021). 

Findings identified that students perceived they gained transferable skills and knowledge 
of emotional intelligence and managing burnout from participating in the SIG sessions. 
Transferrable skills are deemed highly desirable for students, especially for new graduates. 
For example, the literature highlights adaptability as an important skill for future 
employees, as it showcases their flexibility in the workplace (Olesen et al., 2021). 

While students perceived improvements in their confidence and skills related to all 
sessions, some increases between pre- and post-surveys were not statistically significant. 
This was particularly evident in the domains of clinical occupational therapy skills and 
knowledge surrounding occupational therapy concepts, as well as professional practice 
following the first session, which focused on networking and employability.

Clinical practice comprises utilising discipline-specific theories and models, clinical 
reasoning and appropriate contextual approaches (Knecht-Sabres, 2010). Given that the 
students were at different stages of the course, and some were yet to experience placements 
or simulated scenarios that help develop particular clinical skills and knowledge, it is 
possible that a lack of understanding of the concepts used in the session by students at 
earlier levels of training could account for the variation in responses. 

It is suggested that some clinical competencies are acquired only after graduation, with 
adequate support and supervision (Gray et al., 2012; Nicola-Richmond et al., 2019). 
However, studies also note that students can still perform adequately with skills learnt in 
university (Nicola-Richmond et al., 2019). This suggests there is value in offering students 
opportunities to extend their learning, which can be done through SIGs, to support 
bridging the gap between competencies acquired through formal education and the more 
advanced skills typically learnt in the workplace.

Students were satisfied with the sessions but were open to further improvement in the 
facilitation of the presentations. Students identified that, overall, accessibility was key 
to improving engagement, and the student-led aspect, specifically students organising, 
communicating and advertising the sessions, was a large contributor to this. Evidence 
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suggests that student-led initiatives are more likely to meet student learning needs, as they 
cater to the students’ level of understanding (Furmedge et al., 2014). Participants felt that 
student-led SIG sessions were more approachable than traditional forms of CPD would be 
for them and that they were more comfortable having peers as the first point of contact, 
rather than lecturers. The fact that sessions were organised with consideration of students’ 
time commitments and routines and relevance to their coursework was also highly 
valued. Research suggests that understanding and meeting student needs are important 
in facilitating effective education sessions to support the differences in how students learn 
and take on information (Driessnack et al., 2011). 

Students face growing financial, employment and family demands that affect their 
learning and daily lives. Flexible learning options enable students to still engage in 
learning when placed in situations outside their control that hinder their studies 
(Zeldenryk & Bradey, 2013). Findings from this study highlighted that logistics and 
accessibility were important aspects to consider when planning SIG sessions. Students 
mentioned that having different delivery modes made them more accessible, especially 
for those studying abroad or those with fixed employment schedules. With a rise in the 
use of technology, online platforms for learning offer flexibility (Glogowska et al., 2011). 
Blended learning combines traditional teaching methods with online forms and allows 
for more self-regulated learning, with students working at their own pace and with minor 
impacts on achievement and engagement (Al-Fodeh et al., 2021). Another aspect of 
the SIG sessions that was highly valued by students was the lack of cost associated with 
attendance. This differs from traditional CPD offerings, which often come with increased 
financial costs, frequently deterring participants from engaging in them (Samuel et al., 
2021). In this way, SIG sessions run in this format can ensure equity in student access, 
which could be a critical aspect of such a group's future success. 

Limitations

Given the study was cross-sectional, the long-term impacts of the SIG for students post-
graduation are unknown. Thus, the actual rather than perceived effect SIGs might have 
on the competence and confidence of new graduate occupational therapists requires 
further research. The study was completed at one university, focusing on occupational 
therapy. Therefore, the findings cannot be generalised to other universities or disciplines. 
Due to ethical considerations, students who completed surveys were not tracked. 
Therefore, pre- and post-surveys could not be paired, and it was not possible to compare 
perceived improvements for individual students. In addition, due to inconsistencies in 
attendance numbers for each SIG session, variations in participation in pre- and post-
surveys were observed, which altered sample sizes. This has the potential to skew results 
favoured towards sessions with higher survey completion, which can inaccurately record 
higher ratings simply due to a larger number of participants. Similarly, with only one 
focus group with a small sample size, the data collected may not accurately reflect the 
experiences of all participating students.
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Implications and future research 

This study opens the opportunity for further research into the impact of SIGs on the 
skills and confidence of occupational therapy students across different years of a tertiary 
program and their potential to improve new graduate preparedness. Longitudinal 
studies, spanning the entire occupational therapy degree of 4 years and 1 year into 
post-graduation work, would better investigate the impact of SIGs on new graduate 
preparedness. There is also an opportunity for future research in other disciplines to 
utilise these findings to guide the implementation of student-led SIGs. The students’ 
perspectives offer suggestions for how future SIGs can be run to suit student needs by 
considering academic schedules, providing consistency in how sessions are conducted and 
introducing topics that correspond with and extend course learning. 

Conclusion 

Occupational therapy students at Curtin University perceived that student-led SIGs 
presented opportunities to receive extra learning on course-relevant topics, promoting 
an accessible means of CPD and building on their confidence to work in clinical 
occupational therapy settings. The findings of this study have the potential to be used to 
improve SIGs and more effectively target student participation. Future evaluation in other 
disciplines is recommended, as are longitudinal studies to capture the long-term impact of 
student-led SIG attendance on new graduates’ preparedness when entering the workforce. 
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