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Session Content



Simulated practice-based learning (SPL)

“Artificially constructed environments designed to represent 
realistic scenarios that provide opportunities for learners to 
practise clinical and decision-making skills within a safe 
environment”

(RCOT, 2019, p. 16). 
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The use of SPL is a relatively new development within occupational therapy, and it is a rapidly developing area of practice. Our BSc and MSc programmes were revalidated in 2024 and included the addition of 40 hours of SPL, which is the current maximum number of hours endorsed by the royal college of occupational therapists. SPL hours must also be assessed. We decided to split these hours to include 20 hours of assessed SPL at level 4 and level 6. This session will focus on the level 4 SPL, which takes place prior to the learners first external practice placement within a health and/ or social care setting.



Aim of the SPL Module 

To support preparation for face-to-face practice

To consider different types of communication needed 
within practice settings

To introduce core practical skills 
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For most of our learners, this would be their first experience of clinical practice. We wanted to provide them with the opportunity to build their confidence with the role of occupational therapy and the communication skills needed for practice, prior to their first practice placement.
We had also received anecdotal feedback from practice educators that some learners were overwhelmed at times on their first placement and required a great deal of support to be confident in their communication skills within the practice setting. We hoped to support our learners to feel better prepared for placement and more confident in these areas.



SPL Intended Learning 

Outcomes

On successful completion, you will be able to:

1. Demonstrate attainment of foundational standards of personal and 
professional conduct

2. Demonstrate emerging verbal and written communication skills

3. Discuss the importance of and demonstrate basic practical skills 
required for practice
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Simulated practice-based learning (SPL)- what we did:

• 20 hours SPL at level 4 over one week with an 
assessment at the end of the week (RCOT, 
2019; WFOT, 2016)

• Co-produced with practice partners who 
contributed to the design of the SPL and 
supported with its delivery

• Case studies and clinical scenarios to replicate 
practice within an acute physical health setting, 
covering admission and discharge planning

• Asynchronous pre-learning to prepare for each 
day, as well as resources to supplement the 
SPL activities during the day
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Co-production was a vital element of this SPL to ensure its authenticity to practice. Each day was planned to include asynchronous learning to both prepare for the day ahead, and tasks to complete throughout the day to complement the clinical scenarios that the learners experienced. For example, a video demonstrating how to complete an occupational therapy initial assessment; narrated powerpoints about record keeping and links to wider reading; the use of thinglink to introduce them to a ward setting and the patient’s home environment.



Simulated practice-based learning (SPL)- what we did:

• Day one - first meeting with the client on the 
ward

• Day two- telephone call to the client’s next-of-
kin

• Day three - second meeting with the client on 
the ward (mental health element)

• Day four - home environment assessment and 
discharge planning

• Day five - assessment: A first contact with a 
new client and completion of a brief written 
record
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Reflection on learning and threshold concepts theory

• The use of reflection to underpin learning was incorporated into the 
design and delivery of each day on the SPL placement

• Learners were encouraged and supported to share their key learning 
and reflections at the end of each day

• Learners were asked to identify which of the threshold concept 
themes aligned most closely to their reflection 

(Binjamin, 2018; Nicola-Richmond, Pepin & Larkin, 2018; Tanner, 2011)
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Threshold Concepts 

• A threshold concept can be 
considered as akin to a portal, 
opening up a new and previously 
inaccessible way of thinking about 
something. It represents a 
transformed way of understanding, or 
interpreting, or viewing something 
without which the learner cannot 
progress’

• (Meyer & Land, 2003, p1)

Presenter Notes
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So why did I choose Threshold concepts theory to be part of this research design.  Threshold concepts theory has increased in popularity as a theoretical framework in occupational therapy research, with studies exploring learning around key discipline specific threshold concepts (Rodger, Turpin and O’Brien, 2015; Kaelin & Dancza, 2019; Nicola-Richmond et al, 2019).  In their seminal work Meyer and Land (2003) defined a threshold concept as.

‘A threshold concept can be considered as akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking about something. It represents a transformed way of understanding, or interpreting, or viewing something without which the learner cannot progress’ (Meyer & Land, 2003, p1)

There are 8 features of threshold concepts, which involve the student working through difficult discipline learning that progresses them to another stage in their professional learning.  The features of this new discipline learning means that they are transformative and rreversible which leads to a change in the learner identity; they are discursive, as the learner acquires new language and meaning and finally, they result in liminality, where students move forward and display new discipline knowledge and understandings (Nicola-Richmond et al, 2019). 





Occupational Therapy & Threshold 
Concepts
• Understanding and applying occupational therapy 

theories & practice
• Evidence-based practice
• Clinical reasoning
• Discipline specific skills & knowledge
• Practising in the real world
• Client-centred practice
• Occupation
• The occupational therapist role
• Reflective practice
• Holistic approach

(Fortune & Kennedy-Jones, 2014; Kaelin & Dancza, 2019; Nicola-Richmond, Pepin & Larkin, 2018; Tanner, 
2011)
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Different Occupational therapy studies have identified the following threshold concepts; understanding and applying occupational therapy theories to practice; evidence-based practice; clinical reasoning; discipline specific skills & knowledge; practising in the real world; client-centred practice; occupation; the occupational therapist role; reflective practice and a holistic approach (Fortune & Kennedy-Jones, 2014; Kaelin & Dancza, 2019; Nicola-Richmond, Pepin & Larkin, 2018; Tanner, 2011).  The identification of these occupational therapy specific threshold concepts is relatively recent, with few role-emerging practice placement studies adopting a threshold concepts framework (Kaelin & Dancza, 2019).  

The advantages of adopting a threshold concepts framework particularly in relation to role emerging placements is the ability to convey and apply occupational therapy theoretical concepts to practical practice learning (Nicola- Richmond et al, 2018).  However, there are critics who question the value of threshold concepts theory and suggest the characteristic definitions lack precision and are therefore open to interpretation and subjectivity ( O’Donnell, 2010; Salwen, 2021).  Whilst it is valuable to reflect on these critical discussions, it is important to also consider the practical value threshold concepts theory gives for professional practice learning, where we can identify specific concepts, practices or learning experiences which transform students’ ways of thinking and practising (Land, Rattray & Vivian, 2014)

Therefore, in this research a threshold concepts framework has been adopted recognising that our current placement learning outcomes map to these occupational therapy threshold concepts already identified in previous research.   





Would SPL influence confidence levels?

• We wanted to measure confidence levels in relation to undertaking 
practice placements to ascertain the impact of SPL on this

• JISC survey circulated at the beginning of the SPL week and then again at 
the end

• Questions were formulated based on the threshold concept themes

• 10 questions on day 1 and day 4 based on the 10 threshold concepts

• Students rated their confidence level from 1-10 (with 10 being high 
confidence)
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For example, “How confident do you feel about explaining the occupational therapist role”; “how confident do you feel about what is client-centred practice”



Learner feedback: JISC survey results

• Overall, confidence levels for both the BSc and MSc cohorts 
improved from day 1 to day 4

• This was also reflected in the “Your Voice” module feedback 
survey from the learners

• Informal feedback from learners after their first external 
practice placement also reflected the benefit of SPL on their 
confidence whilst on placement
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At halfway placement visits, informal feedback from both learners and educators included comments about the learners confidence with gaining consent to treatment, their record keeping skills and communication skills.



Practicing in the real world- BSc
Day 1 - How confident do you feel about what 
‘practicing in the real world’ means? 

Day 4 - How confident do you feel about what 
‘practicing in the real world’ means? 
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Kate- As you can see, on day one when looking at the higher confidence levels of 8,9 and 10 only 8% of students. On day four, 55% of students scored in the higher confidence levels of 8, 9 and 10



Practicing in the real world-MSc
Day 1 - How confident do you feel about what 
‘practicing in the real world’ means? 

Day 4 - How confident do you feel about what 
‘practicing in the real world’ means? 
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Kate- As you can see, on day one when looking at the higher confidence levels of 8,9 and 10 only 40% of students. On day four, 78% of students scored in the higher confidence levels of 8, 9 and 10




Learning, Teaching and Assessment plan (LTA) influence

• Place-Based Engaged Learning AND Authentic 
Assessment- realistic learning and assessment 
design, co-produced and delivered with practice 
partners

• Graduate Attributes- encouraging critical reflection 
and preparing learners for practice

• Universal Design for Learning- Supporting 
engagement by including active participation and 
active learning within the module design, and utilising 
a varied range of asynchronous and synchronous 
learning opportunities

 (Center for Applied Special Technology, 2024; University of 
Cumbria, 2024)

• Learning Optimisation AND Digital Augmentation- 
ensuring inclusivity by using a blended approach 
to learning and utilising digital resources such as 
Thinglink

• Belonging Through Partnership- fostering a sense 
of community by encouraging shared learning, 
reflection, and working together during the week

• Evaluation and Recognition- seeking feedback 
from the learners and reviewing content and 
delivery for continual improvement

Presenter Notes
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LTA plan was used to influence the design of this SPL module as outlined here.



What’s next for SPL within Occupational Therapy?

Future developments:

• Currently designing level 6 SPL with practice partners

• As part of PGCAP, the work described today is to be 

developed further and formally evaluated as part of a 

research project

• Option to build on research even further….
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Long-term plan is to research the impact of SPL after the learners first practice placement to formally seek feedback from both the learners and educators.
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Thank you for listening!

Any questions?
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