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How To Become An Occupational
Therapist

How to Become an Occupational Therapist Embarking on a career as an occupational therapist (OT) is a
rewarding choice for individuals passionate about helping others regain independence and improve their
quality of life. If you're wondering how to become an occupational therapist, the process involves a
combination of education, clinical experience, and licensure. This comprehensive guide will walk you through
the necessary steps, from educational requirements to certification, providing you with a clear pathway to
enter this impactful healthcare profession.

Understanding the Role of an Occupational Therapist
Before diving into the steps to become an OT, it's essential to understand what occupational therapists do.
They assist individuals of all ages who have physical, mental, developmental, or emotional challenges that
hinder their ability to perform everyday activities. OTs develop personalized treatment plans to help clients
regain skills, adapt to new circumstances, or modify their environments, enabling them to live more
independently.

Educational Requirements for Becoming an
Occupational Therapist

1. Obtain a Bachelor's Degree
The first step toward becoming an occupational therapist is earning a bachelor's degree. While there is no
specific undergraduate major required, students often choose fields related to health sciences, psychology,
biology, or kinesiology to prepare for graduate studies.

Recommended coursework: Anatomy, physiology, psychology, sociology, and biology.1.
Maintain a strong GPA to increase chances of acceptance into advanced programs.2.

2. Gain Relevant Experience
Many graduate programs require or highly recommend applicants to have clinical or volunteer experience in
healthcare settings, especially with occupational therapists or in rehabilitation environments.

Volunteer at hospitals, outpatient clinics, or community health centers.1.
Seek internships or shadowing opportunities with licensed occupational therapists.2.
Document your experience to strengthen your application.3.

3. Earn a Master’s or Doctoral Degree in Occupational Therapy
To become a licensed occupational therapist, you must complete a master’s or doctoral program accredited by
the Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education (ACOTE).

Programs typically take 2-3 years to complete.1.
Curriculum combines coursework, laboratory work, and clinical fieldwork.2.
Topics include human development, assessments, intervention strategies, and ethics.3.



4. Complete Fieldwork Experience
As part of your graduate program, you will need to complete supervised clinical fieldwork.

Usually involves 6-8 months of full-time supervised clinical practice.1.
Provides hands-on experience working with diverse patient populations.2.
Prepares you for independent practice and licensure requirements.3.

Licensure and Certification

1. Pass the National Certification Exam
After completing your educational and fieldwork requirements, you must pass the National Board for
Certification in Occupational Therapy (NBCOT) exam.

The exam assesses your competency in occupational therapy principles and practices.1.
A passing score is required to obtain licensure in most states.2.
Prepare by reviewing the NBCOT exam content outline and participating in review courses.3.

2. Apply for State Licensure
Licensing requirements vary by state but generally include:

Submitting an application to the state licensing board.1.
Providing proof of graduation from an accredited OT program.2.
Passing the NBCOT exam.3.
Completing background checks or additional state-specific requirements.4.

3. Maintain Certification and Licensure
To continue practicing legally, occupational therapists must engage in ongoing education and renewal
processes.

Complete a specified number of continuing education units (CEUs) every licensure cycle (usually every 1-31.
years).
Stay updated on advances in occupational therapy and healthcare regulations.2.
Participate in professional development activities.3.

Specializations and Advanced Opportunities

1. Pursue Specializations
Occupational therapists can specialize in areas such as pediatrics, geriatrics, mental health, or hand therapy.

Obtain additional certifications through recognized organizations.1.
Gain experience through targeted clinical practice.2.
Enhance your career prospects and professional reputation.3.

2. Consider Advanced Education and Research
For those interested in academia, research, or leadership roles, pursuing a doctoral degree like a PhD or EdD
can open doors to teaching, research, or administrative positions.



© italy.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com How To Become An Occupational Therapist 3

Engage in research projects within occupational therapy or related fields.1.
Publish findings and contribute to the advancement of the profession.2.
Take on leadership roles in healthcare organizations or professional associations.3.

Additional Tips for Aspiring Occupational Therapists
Develop strong interpersonal and communication skills, essential for client interactions.1.
Stay informed about the latest developments in healthcare, rehabilitation, and assistive technologies.2.
Join professional organizations such as the American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA) for3.
networking, resources, and continued education.
Be patient and committed—becoming an OT is a rigorous but fulfilling journey.4.

Summary of the Steps to Become an Occupational
Therapist

Complete a bachelor's degree with relevant coursework.1.
Gain experience through volunteering or shadowing.2.
Earn a master's or doctoral degree in occupational therapy from an accredited program.3.
Complete supervised clinical fieldwork.4.
Pass the NBCOT certification exam.5.
Apply for and obtain state licensure.6.
Engage in continuing education to maintain licensure and stay current in the field.7.

Becoming an occupational therapist requires dedication, education, and hands-on experience, but the impact
you can have on your clients' lives makes it a truly meaningful career. By following these steps and
continuously developing your skills, you can join the ranks of healthcare professionals committed to making a
difference every day.

How to Become an Occupational Therapist: A Comprehensive Guide Embarking on a career as an occupational
therapist (OT) is a rewarding journey dedicated to helping individuals regain independence and improve their
quality of life. This profession requires a blend of compassionate care, scientific knowledge, and practical
skills. If you're considering this path, understanding the detailed steps involved will prepare you for a
successful journey. Here, we provide a thorough, step-by-step guide on how to become an occupational
therapist.

Understanding the Role of an Occupational Therapist
Before diving into the educational and professional requirements, it's essential to grasp what occupational
therapists do: - Primary Responsibilities: Assess clients' physical, emotional, and social needs; develop
personalized treatment plans; assist in rehabilitation and adaptation strategies. - Work Settings: Hospitals,
rehabilitation centers, schools, nursing homes, mental health facilities, community health programs. -
Clientele: Children with developmental delays, stroke survivors, individuals with injuries, elderly populations,
people with mental health conditions. This understanding helps clarify the skills and educational background
needed to excel in this field.

Educational Pathways to Become an Occupational
Therapist
The foundation of a career in occupational therapy is rigorous education. Here’s a detailed breakdown:



1. Obtain a Bachelor's Degree (Undergraduate Education)
- Recommended Majors: While no specific major is mandated, degrees such as biology, psychology, health
sciences, or kinesiology are common. - Prerequisite Courses: - Anatomy and Physiology - Psychology -
Sociology - Biology - Chemistry - Statistics - Human Development - GPA Considerations: Maintain a
competitive GPA (typically 3.0 or higher) to strengthen your application to graduate programs.

2. Gain Relevant Experience
- Volunteer or Work Experience: - Assist in healthcare settings, special education programs, or community
service. - Shadow occupational therapists to gain firsthand insight. - Why It Matters: Demonstrates
commitment, provides practical understanding, and enhances your application.

3. Pursue a Master's Degree in Occupational Therapy (Graduate
Education)
- Program Accreditation: Ensure the program is accredited by the Accreditation Council for Occupational
Therapy Education (ACOTE). - Program Duration: - Typically 2 to 3 years full-time. - Includes coursework,
clinical fieldwork, and research components. - Curriculum Highlights: - Human anatomy and physiology -
Kinesiology and biomechanics - Occupational therapy theories and models - Assistive technology - Mental
health practices - Pediatric and geriatric care - Ethics and professionalism

4. Complete Fieldwork Experiences
- Type of Fieldwork: - Level I Fieldwork: Observational and introductory experiences. - Level II Fieldwork:
Intensive hands-on clinical practice, usually lasting several months. - Purpose: To develop practical skills
under supervision and prepare for real-world practice.

Licensing and Certification Requirements
Practicing as an occupational therapist requires meeting specific regulatory standards:

1. Pass the National Board for Certification in Occupational
Therapy (NBCOT) Exam
- Eligibility: Completion of an ACOTE-accredited master's program and supervised fieldwork. - Exam Content: -
Client-centered care - Evaluation and intervention planning - Ethical and professional conduct - Evidence-
based practice - Preparation Tips: - Review exam blueprints - Use practice exams - Enroll in prep courses if
available

2. Obtain State Licensure
- Requirements: - Successful NBCOT exam score - Application to the state licensing board - Background checks
- Renewal: - Usually every 1-3 years - Continuing education credits (CEUs) to maintain licensure

3. Consider Specialty Certifications (Optional)
- Certifications in areas such as hand therapy, driving rehabilitation, mental health, pediatrics, or sensory
integration can enhance your expertise and marketability.
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Developing Essential Skills for Occupational Therapy
Success in occupational therapy hinges on a blend of technical skills and soft skills: - Empathy and
Compassion: Connecting with clients to foster trust. - Communication Skills: Explaining treatment plans
clearly, listening actively. - Problem-Solving Abilities: Developing innovative solutions tailored to individual
needs. - Physical Dexterity: Handling assistive devices and demonstrating exercises. - Cultural Competency:
Respecting diverse backgrounds and adapting care accordingly. - Organizational Skills: Managing caseloads,
documentation, and compliance.

Advancing Your Career as an Occupational Therapist
Once licensed, there are multiple pathways for growth: - Specialization: Pursue certifications in niche areas. -
Further Education: Obtain a doctorate in occupational therapy (OTD) for advanced practice or teaching roles. -
Leadership Roles: Move into management, supervision, or administrative positions. - Research and Academia:
Contribute to evidence-based practice through research or teaching future therapists.

Additional Considerations and Tips
- Stay Updated with Industry Trends: Attend conferences, join professional associations like the American
Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA), and subscribe to relevant journals. - Networking: Connect with
seasoned professionals for mentorship. - Work on Soft Skills: Emotional resilience, patience, adaptability. -
Gain Diverse Experience: Work across different settings to build a versatile skill set. - Plan Financially: Be
aware of the costs associated with education and licensure, and explore scholarships or assistantships.

Summary of the Step-by-Step Process
1. Complete a relevant undergraduate degree with necessary prerequisites. 2. Gain volunteer or observational
experience in healthcare settings. 3. Enroll in an ACOTE-accredited master's program in occupational therapy.
4. Complete required fieldwork experiences. 5. Pass the NBCOT certification exam. 6. Obtain state licensure.
7. Continue professional development and consider specialization.

Final Thoughts
Becoming an occupational therapist is a structured process that demands dedication, academic rigor, and a
genuine desire to help others. The journey from undergraduate education through certification involves
careful planning, perseverance, and ongoing learning. By following these comprehensive steps, aspiring
occupational therapists can confidently navigate their path toward a fulfilling career that makes a tangible
difference in people's lives. Remember, the profession is constantly evolving with advancements in technology
and healthcare practices. Staying committed to lifelong learning and professional growth will ensure your
success and fulfillment in this noble career.

Questions & Answers About how to become an
occupational therapist

No Question Answer

1 What are the basic educational
requirements to become an
occupational therapist?

You need to earn a bachelor's degree followed by a master's
degree in occupational therapy from an accredited program to
become a licensed occupational therapist.



2 How long does it typically take to
become an occupational therapist?

It generally takes about 6 to 7 years: 4 years for a bachelor's
degree and 2 to 3 years for a master's in occupational therapy.

3 Do I need to pass a licensing exam
to practice as an occupational
therapist?

Yes, after completing your degree, you must pass the National
Occupational Therapy Examination to obtain licensure and
practice legally.

4 Are there online programs available
to become an occupational
therapist?

While some parts of occupational therapy programs may be
offered online, the clinical and practical components require in-
person training and internships.

5 What skills are essential for a
successful career in occupational
therapy?

Strong communication, empathy, problem-solving, patience, and
physical dexterity are key skills for occupational therapists.

6 Can I specialize in a certain area
within occupational therapy?

Yes, you can specialize in areas like pediatric, geriatric, mental
health, or physical rehabilitation through additional
certifications and experience.

7 What are the job prospects and
demand for occupational therapists?

The demand for occupational therapists is growing due to an
aging population and increased awareness of rehabilitation
needs, making it a promising career.

8 How much does it cost to become an
occupational therapist?

Costs vary, but expect to pay for undergraduate and graduate
tuition, which can range from tens of thousands to over a
hundred thousand dollars depending on the program.

9 Is work experience important before
becoming licensed as an
occupational therapist?

Yes, completing internships and clinical rotations during your
education are crucial for gaining practical experience and
meeting licensure requirements.

10 What steps should I take to start my
journey to become an occupational
therapist?

Start by earning a relevant bachelor's degree, gain healthcare
or volunteer experience, apply to an accredited occupational
therapy master's program, complete clinical training, pass the
licensing exam, and then seek employment in the field.

occupational therapy degree, occupational therapist certification, occupational therapy programs,
occupational therapy schools, occupational therapy career path, occupational therapy requirements,
occupational therapy job outlook, occupational therapy salary, occupational therapy internships, occupational
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