Submission on General Practice Education Programme

This submission is sent on behalf of the New Zealand Association of Occupational Therapists (NZAOT) - the representative professional body for occupational therapists in New Zealand.

NZAOT would like to see an enhancement in the understanding and appreciation of the roles of the interprofessional team in order to maximise client outcomes.  We believe that an increased interprofessional way of working and appropriate involvement of allied health professionals leads to a more integrated health care system, improved outcomes and is a cost benefit. 
In addition, a focus of interprofessional team working (rather than multidisciplinary), joint goal setting, and attention to functional effects of chronic health conditions would be an advantage.

Occupational therapists perceive that their role is poorly understood by GPs and many opportunities to enhance client outcomes are missed.  When GPs practice from a broader perspective, it enables an increasing awareness of how medical signs and symptoms are impacting on a person’s occupation(s).
The daily activities and occupations many of us take for granted, such as looking after our families, ourselves, going to work and enjoying leisure pursuits give meaning and purpose to our lives.

When something interferes with these activities, our health, well-being and ability to participate in our family and community may suffer.  This could be, for example, due to depression following the recent earthquakes, redundancy, disability, a chronic health condition, dementia, homelessness, a serious or not so serious injury, or the cumulative effects of aging.
What ever the reason, what ever the age, occupational therapists are trained to enable people to take back control of aspects of their lives. 

Ideally a move towards interprofessional learning at under graduate level will result in an increased understanding of each health professional’s roles.  However, currently it is more challenging to facilitate this when undergraduate education is split between different education institutions.
 At post graduate level, GP training should include ways of increasing exposure and enhancing knowledge and understanding for allied health roles.  
One way might be a bespoke interprofessional short course at the likes of AUT university / Otago polytechnic, learning about occupational therapy and other allied disciplines using primarily experiential formats as an integral part of their training.  An alternative way is spending time with allied health professionals in the community as a pre-requisite part of training to be a GP.
 It is impossible to comprehensively list here all the ways that occupational therapists can have a high impact on patient outcomes in the community.  The following is snapshot:
· maintenance or enhancement of healthy lifestyles
· reduction in falls/safety risks in the home
· reduction in support needs through compensatory strategies, skills training and environmental modifications

· determination of client’s work capacity

· redesign of work sites to reduce the impact of health conditions

· design and monitoring of return to work programmes
· management of stress/anxiety and enhancement of relaxation through occupations
· management of energy conservation and fatigue during daily tasks
· assessment / provision of skill acquisition programmes of children with disability or special needs 
· enhancement of life style of the well elderly who may be lonely or isolated to help them engage in the community, identification of early housing needs BEFORE they fall, support to wisely choose the house they intend to retire into, advice on what to consider in a retirement village, how to keep yourself physically active on a budget etc. 
Occupational therapy is “the art and science of enabling engagement in everyday living, through occupation; of enabling people to perform the occupations that foster health and well-being; and enabling a just and inclusive society so that all people may participate to their potential in the daily occupations of life” (Townsend & Polatakjko, 2007, p. 372).
Occupational therapists enable people to lead meaningful and satisfying lives through participation in occupation.  The term 'occupation' is used in the widest sense - it is “….everything that people do to occupy themselves, including looking after themselves (self care), enjoying life (leisure), and contributing to the social and economic fabric of their communities (productivity); the domain of concern and the therapeutic medium of occupation therapy” (Townsend & Polatakjko, 2007, p. 369).
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