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News item for OT Journals in Europe

European Master of Science in Occupational Therapy (OT)

After 5 years of planning a dream came true 

By Ulla Runge, Hélène Fittinghoff, Staffan Josephsson, Astrid Kinébainen, Gaynor Sadlo and Karen Winding

This news item is a summary of experiences that we in the working group have had in the last 5 years up to the start of the European Master of Science in Occupational Therapy in August 1999 with 17 students from 5 countries. The first students will graduate September 2001.

Hanneke van Bruggen, International Co-ordinator at Hogeshool van Amsterdam and Ulla Runge, School of Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy, Naestved, Denmark, for​mulated the first ideas in 94. The plan was discussed in spring 94 with two other Erasmus part​ners, Karolinska Institutet Stockholm and Brunel Univer​sity London. The four planning institutions created in 95 a working group of Staffan Josephsson and Hélène Fitinghoff Stockholm, Astrid Kinébainen Amsterdam, Marta Freundlich and Gaynor Sadlo Lon​don, and Ulla Runge Naestved. From 98 Karen Winding Naestved, joined the working group.  

Once upon a time

This truly international European Master of Science Degree in OT is the first of its kind. Students from many countries may attend, the staff are from different countries, the course is conducted in various European countries and the content is pan-European. It represents an alliance between European institutions of Higher Education producing a study pro​gramme. This degree addresses the shortfall in specific post-gradu​ate opportunities for OT's in Europe. We know that this shortfall is not only in the OT area but is shared with other professions in the area of social and health care. 

This programme arose from discussions within the Socrates network and has now become a col​laborative venture between three OT schools: Hogeschool van Amsterdam/Hogeschool Nijme​gen, Holland; Karonlinska In​stitutet in Stockholm, Sweden and School of Occupational Therapy and Physiotherapy in Naest​ved, Denmark. Originally four institutions were involved in this co-operation. Unfortunately the accreditation system at Brunel University could not accept the construction of a joint venture project. However the input of the OT department  in the beginning of this project has been of great value. One issue which arose during the development of the master programme was the very different systems each country has for approving courses.  

In spring 97 we established the 'Academy for European Masters Degree Study in OT' and in 98 we asked the Dutch Validation Council (DVC) for validation. This was decided because the DVC is an inde​pendent founda​tion. DVC promotes national and international recognition of post-graduate pro​grammes for Higher Education, by assessing the quality and level of high-grade Masters' Courses. 

The validation procedure began in the fall 98 and the positive response came from DVC in June 99. It was the first international ex-ante validation at DVC. Validation is given for two cohorts. It means that we shall repeat the validation before it becomes a permanent validation.  

On overview of the course

A major part of the course is problem-solving tutorials, regular communications on the Internet, and prepara​tory work carried out by distance learning. Follow-up work and the assessments for each module will be completed in the student's home country. The dissertation is supported through e-mail super​vision. 

The administrative office is situated in Hogeschool van Amsterdam. We use their quality man​agement system for the overall master's programme. The course director is located at the Karo​linska Institutet in Stockholm.

Figure 1 shows a general overview of the course.
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The second course starts in August/September 2000. Twenty-four students will be admitted. The fee for the master degree course is Euro 6.810.

The market and rationale for a master's degree for Occupational Therapists in 1994

In 94 there were more than 100 institutions in Europe offering undergraduate OT pro​grammes. Some institutions in Britain and Sweden offer master's degree programmes in OT for some years, and now a few more countries are developing master's programmes in OT e.g. Finland. We found that there was a pressing need for academic staff in all European countries to upgrade their qualifications in the area of OT. The few pos​sibilities for an academic OT education created a need for an interna​tional degree. Also the political situation and the unity in Europe evoked an increasing need.

We know that OT's wishing to study further often have to enrol for other types of degrees, e.g. in social sciences, MBAs or MPHs. While this in itself has some advantages there was a market for a post-graduate degree in the specialised area of OT. It was agreed that this European OT degree would be attractive to therapists who wish to explore the European dimension of the profession. The degree should be particularly attractive to those who wish to co-operate with institutions in Europe. The need to achieve effective OT throughout Europe is reflected in the way the research process is reinforced in every module. The main aim of the course is to produce graduates skilled in evaluat​ing and developing their practices, and who are able to judge practice within the European context. 

The need for a European Master's degree in Occupational Therapy includes to:

· Further the study of human occupation within different cultures

· Bring unity of practice into Europe

· Develop evidence-based practice through European OT research

· Develop multicultural awareness

· Upgrade OT education in Europe

· Strengthen and develop OT as an academic discipline as well as a research arena

We found that Europe is potentially an ideal 'laboratory' for the development of OT theory, because similarities and differences between cultures facilitate the study of effects of the environment on shaping of human beings' occupational lives. Thus a master's degree with a European focus fos​ters research on how different cultures influence choice of, and participation in the various occu​pations in which humans engage. A European OT body of knowledge can be developed, with data collected from many countries. Most theories and models used by European OT's have been developed in North America, Canada and Australia. A European master's degree could foster a broader research culture in OT. This could benefit society as a whole.

The practice of OT has similarities and differences throughout Europe. There has as yet been, no real study of these differences. Governments are now more aware that the quality of life of all clients, including disabled persons, could be enhanced by the development of occupational therapy services. The EU acknowledges the need for more equity of provision for disabled people throughout Europe. A European master's degree in occupational therapy will enable practising therapists to compare interventions, aims and service delivery systems in the context and cul​ture of OT. This is intended to spread good practice, identify areas of development and foster cohesion between occupational therapists. It could encourage more innovative approaches to issues, with wider international perspectives. Therapists will be able to share their ideas and experiences and so foster development of OT practice and education throughout Europe. 

Also the opening of borders in Europe has increased the mobility of the professionals. The master programme prepares occupational therapists to practice their profession in different countries because of its pan-European nature. This spirit underlines the programme and will as such inspire students, staff members and institutions towards international co-operation. The degree intent to stimulate research and quality assurance of OT in Europe, as each student will gain experience in managing his or her own research project. Work at a doctorate level is considered essential to future research, and master's degree qualifications are a prerequisite for that.

Courage, knowledge, fantasy and vision?

In the first planning period in 1994 and 1995 we were without external funding. The involved institutions supported the project with costs for travel and accommodation. The external support came from Erasmus now Socrates from the fall 96.

The engagement in the group and the ability to adapt views carried the pro​ject through many ups and downs. Most course development teams would be able to meet more often. From the 5 years of planning the most important expe​riences are that:

· faith and trust in each other, and a big work capability is necessary 

· support from management level, both morally and economical is important

· support  from the staff is a prerequisite

· estimation of the market situation is crucial

· qualified teachers with master and ph.d. levels are needed  

· management including PR, IT, Quality Assurance is crucial

· courage to go through a rigorous validation procedure is necessary

But the most important experience is that in such a project you need to use all your courage, knowledge, fantasy and vision. 

Concluding remarks

We were very happy  to start the first course in September 1999 in Stockholm. The opening ceremony was held in the Nobel Building at Karolinska Insti​tutet in a very good atmosphere.  

We are sure that this first course will be satisfactory for the students who have joined us in this 'laboratory' for development of Occupational Therapy Theory. We are sure that they will be skilled in management and research regarding the relation between occupation and health, and occupational Therapy practice. We are sure that we shall see their theses in national and international journals in the year 01. 

We hope that the interest for the next course will be large. The final date for application is 15th of February in 2004.
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