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• Capstone project: ACOTE focus area of program 
development, with emphasis on the mental health of 
graduate students

• Solid evidence supporting the effectiveness of art-based 
and leisure therapy to support mental health challenges 
exists among a wide spectrum of populations. 

• The focus of each decompression session placed on 
creative arts, leisure, social activities, and discussions

Introduction 

• Nova Southeastern University, Tampa Bay 
Regional Campus

• Project performed in hybrid format (bulk of 
tasks completed remotely)

• Sessions performed once per institute (from 
February to April)

• Sessions located in Mental Health Lab, Room 
1306

Site Description

• Literature from DaLomba et al (2021) found that those with decreased self-efficacy were least likely to have the intrinsic motivation to 
pursue learning at a profound level. These factors demonstrate a need for students to gain tools on how to improve self-perception and 
boost intrinsic motivation, leading to improved academic performance and decreased burnout. 

• Negative feelings students experience derive from the ineffective ability to cope with additional stress placed from school obligations, 
leading to exhaustion and burnout. 87% of 118 participants experience daily exhaustion. 

• Themes in the literature have all led to an overarching concern regarding the utilization of behaviors that increase resiliency. 
• A study by DeWitt et al., (2019) found that stress levels of OT students reached beyond the threshold, with a moderate level of resiliency. 

These findings reflect the need for improved stress management for graduate OT students.

Group Intervention Measures, with Sensory Components:
• Group sessions for individuals with similar needs allow each member to feel a sense of “normalcy” and acceptance, thus improving social 

participation. According to a study of five individuals diagnosed with depression, after engagement in a sensory and group-based therapy, 
they reported feeling a sense of validation and recognition, while gaining an opportunity to reshape their daily routines (Woolley et al., 
2019). 

• Physiological factors such as Progressive Muscular Relaxation (PMR), deep breathing, and outdoor activities, provide a sensory aspect to the 
sessions as well, which are proven to decrease stress, anxiety, and depression levels. 

• Creative arts/leisure activities also provide sensory elements, thus impacting stress/burnout levels in graduate students, facilitating an 
opportunity for peers to express thoughts and emotions creatively. Creative activities also promote self-esteem, along with healthy 
alternatives to unhealthy coping, which impact engagement in meaningful activities/tasks.

Literature Review Summary

• The decompression sessions allowed each member to address issues 
surrounding their mental health through engaging activities, discussion, and 
take-home tools for carryover. 

• Group participation was voluntary and 30-45 minute semi-structured 
protocols were organized for each session. 

• The initial session consisted of an intake survey to gain feedback on what 
each person has already implemented for stress reduction and what each 
member aspired to gain from the program. 

• The pre-and post-session surveys measured the participants' level of stress 
on a Likert scale to compare stress levels from the beginning of each session 
to the end of the session. 

• At the end of the session sequence, a comprehensive survey was used to 
seek feedback on the overall benefit of participation in the sessions. 

Capstone Project Description

Learning Objectives Achieved

Results/Implications for OT Education
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Occupation-Based Interventions to Address Mental Health of Graduate Students

• There remains insufficient evidence on the promotion of 
group-based therapy for health science students at the 
graduate level

• Research does not reflect the implementation of 
art/leisure-related sessions for health science graduate 
students at the preventative and early stages of 
intervention. 

• Unhealthy coping can lead to a sense of inadequacy and 
undue stress, resulting in a negative outlook and burnout 

• Through the implementation of group occupation-based 
sessions, students are allowed to gain the personal growth 
needed to overcome life’s adverse events and manage 
stressful challenges. 

Summary of Needs Assessment

Decompression Session Flyer

Create a judgment-free environment 
by implementing therapeutic use-of-
self modes during group discussions 

and activities.

Help graduate students identify and 
promote healthy coping techniques to 
mitigate stress and pressures of their 

graduate program, through self-reflection 
tools, mindful activities, and open 

dialogue.

Build a sense of belonging and 
community amongst peers through 
participation in group discussions, 

activities, and peer-to-peer support.

Develop organizational skills required to 
create and implement a novel mental 

health-related program.

Enrich the knowledge and skills 
required to provide occupation-based 

mental health services to promote 
wellness.

Session 1: February 23rd

Theme: 

Coloring Mandalas

Session 2: March 15th

Theme: 

DIY Bath Bombs

Session 3: April 18th

Theme: 

Painting Sentiments

5 members 11 members 4 members

Physiological 
Practices 27%

Exercise
44%

Music
38%

Meditate/Pray
33%

Other
33%

TOOLS FOR STRESS REDUCTION 
(INITIAL SURVEY)

• All the participants mentioned how the sensory aspect of the sessions helped lower their 
stress levels and promote relaxation (dim lighting, scents from the essential oils, and soft 
music)

• Participants expressed that the sessions promoted peer-to-peer support and cultivated a 
greater sense of belonging and overall social participation.

Implications:
•  The goal was for the outcome of this project to set the foundation for future 

supplemental mental health support programs for graduate students at NSU TBRC.
• Therefore, for future continuation of the decompression session program, it is 

recommended to create an anonymous survey before and after engagement in the 
sessions to quantify how the sessions impacted motivation to engage in obligatory tasks.

• It is also recommended to implement budgeting and institute scheduling at least 2 weeks 
ahead of time to prevent planning challenges. 

Sample Protocol- page 2Sample Protocol- page 1

Dates, themes, and number of members who participated in each session.

Average pre-session and post-session survey scores

The goal is to achieve decreased scores from the pre-session compared 
to the post-session averages. The decrease in scores from the pre-session 
to the post-session represents a positive change in emotional state, as 
the aim is to reach the lowest score possible on the Likert scale. For 
example, a score of  1= happy; a score of 5= extreme stress. 

Physiological tools: deep breathing, yoga, massage, 
etc.
Other: eating, sleeping, talking on the phone, outings
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SESSION 1 SESSION 2 SESSION 3

Pre-Session and Post-session Scores

Pre-session Average Post-session Average
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