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NZAOT is delighted to congratulate Julia Mason as the 2009 Otago NZAOT Graduate Award winner.  We asked Julia to let us now what led them to study occupational therapy and what her thoughts for the future was.

…
I am extremely humbled to have won this award, and thank the NZAOT for it. To be honest, every one of my class mates who have studied alongside me deserve such an award for the hard work they have put in and the contribution they are already making to occupational therapy in New Zealand. 

If you would have asked me what occupational therapy was 4 years ago, I would have given you a puzzled look. Yet one lunch break in late 2006, after a ‘gap’ year full of piecing together work as a kitchen hand, horticultural worker, bank teller, teacher aide, gymnastics teacher, and camp counselor in Boston for disadvantaged children, I came across a newspaper article about occupational therapy in the New Zealand Herald. 

Occupational therapy appealed to me as a profession where I could merge my passion for the arts and outdoor pursuits with health promotion and social justice. Although I was still unsure of what occupational therapy was when I enrolled, by the end of our first year I was sold on the idea of ‘health through and for occupation’ and knew that I had absolutely made the right choice. 

Throughout the time I have been a student, what I will always treasure most has been watching that light flick in individual colleagues’ eyes as they discover what it is they really want to do within occupational therapy: finding their niche for effecting a positive change. I have been honoured to be in a student group unique in it’s richness of former life experience, which I believe will add energy and momentum to the profession.  

Finding a job for 2010 is the question on every new graduate’s lips. The current scarcity of traditional occupational therapy jobs is demanding that many new graduates seek new ways of applying our profession’s knowledge and skills.  Considering a growing global emphasis on health promotion, human rights, and environmental sustainability, I believe occupational therapy needs to take leadership in these areas to survive and thrive as a profession. 

I have been blessed with a job at Portland District Health in Victoria, Australia. Practicing in a small coastal town brings the challenge and diversity in work that I’ve always wanted. I am learning the basics about acute ward and community work, co-leading the organisation of a falls prevention group, and have been asked to expand into pediatrics later this year. My adjustment to this role is largely thanks to my colleagues, especially occupational therapists Jacki Barnett and Alicia Tavare.   

I really did sacrifice a lot to do my best in my training, and I want to thank my family and the small handful of friends, who have talked, laughed, prayed, and cried with me throughout the crucible of this season. I am also deeply grateful for all the AUT lecturers who have inspired and motivated us, many of whom will remain as my role models. 

I particularly want to thank Jenny Mace and Clare Hocking for their innovative teaching on occupational justice and community development, Marlies Dorrestein’s assistance with my exchange to Dalhousie University, Kirk Reed’s support and encouragement to publish an article in the NZJOT, and Valarie Wright St-Clair who gave us chocolate on Friday mornings and managed to make us feel passionate even about quantitative research designs. 

My advice for prospective occupational therapy students is to be prepared for not just a vocational degree, but for a personal journey. You will search for the essence of who you are, what you stand for, and how you want to make a difference. Anticipate working closely alongside others and being forever changed by their life stories and ideas. The most useful advice I was ever given as a student was to “trust the process” and that one “cannot eat the elephant whole” but must tackle each challenge one small bite at a time. 

 I would also suggest that you gain practical experience in your areas of interest for practice alongside your study, as this will complement your learning and make it easier to find a job once you graduate. 

To close, I would like to echo the call Dr Noel Dawson made at our graduation for us to live with humility, intentionality, integrity, passion, and justice. The prophet Micah was quoted “...what is good and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” I greatly look forward to hearing from my colleagues in the future as they commence practice aligned with this commission, and each apply their unique passions and talents to the field at this crucial and opportune time.
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NZAOT is delighted to congratulate Rebecca Lovett as the 2009 AUT University NZAOT Graduate Award winner.  We asked Rebecca to let us now what led them to study occupational therapy and what her thoughts for the future was.
“I am thrilled to win this award!  My mum was an OT in community physical.  As I was growing up she mentioned a couple of times that she thought I'd be good at the job, however the description that I remember her giving was of issuing toilet frames and rails to old people, which at a young age didn't really appeal. When my Gran died in 2005, she left me some money which gave me the opportunity to re-train and upon investigating occupational therapy again I was amazed at how different the job was to my previous perceptions; how it seemed to fit with my outlook, past experiences, and career aspirations.  And now I look at issuing toilet frames in an whole new light!  
Having grown up in Hampshire, England, I certainly enjoyed soaking up the unique Kiwi/Dunedin culture - finding new friends, and realising that occupational therapy really fits with who I am.

My family were very supportive of my move to the other side of the world to re-train which has meant a lot.  In terms of the course, the lecturers at Otago are enthusiastic, encouraging, and have a wealth of knowledge and experience to share.  The support of fellow students was hugely important and as we muddled through together we all learnt from each other.  My supervisors on placements have supported, encouraged, and inspired confidence. They all  provided the opportunities to apply my knowledge, trusted me with their clients and modeled the occupational therapy role to develop my learning.
If I had advice for those students just beginning their studies it would be to ask every silly question that pops into your head.  I appreciated every question a fellow student asked and asked a fair number myself.  Having questions in your head means you are  engaged and learning.  
As a new graduate I feel that there are many challenges to face.  I have two very good supervisors in the Community Mental Health (CMH) team in Tauranga and feel supported in taking that next step.  It is a time of transition in that psychologically, I am now an actual occupational therapist and not a pretend one!  Experience seems to be the key so I'm just going to keep plugging away and enjoying watching my confidence grow.
My hope for the future is that that my standard of practice will be as good as all the occupational therapists I have so far encountered - lecturers and supervisors alike.  I'd like to feel that I will continually be learning – of course that comes with the territory.
At present I am spending 6 months in CMH in Tauranga and then I'll spend a further six months in either Child and Adolescent Mental Health or Mental Health Services for Older People.  I can chose, but it's going to be a tough decision. 
I would like to acknowledge Cissie Holden, my gran, who will always be an inspirational lady for me, and I'd like to dedicate this award to her as she was my constant source of motivation. 
A huge thanks to lecturers, supervisors, fellow students and the NZAOT for helping me get to where I am now.

And on a final note – always look on the bright side of life - you can't beat Monty Python!

