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injustice by EM students in higher education on physical and mental health and various other outcomes. 
The FOCUUS Model illustrates the great influence and impact that these factors may have on EM 
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ABSTRACT 
The FOCUUS Model or Facilitating Occupational Performance on Campus: Uplifting 
Underrepresented Students, is a theoretically-based, evidence-centered model focused 
on ethnic minority (EM) students in higher education. The FOCUUS Model recognizes 
minority status as a determinant of health, where the experience of minority status 
stress (MSS) resulting from racism, stigmatization, marginalization, discrimination, 
microaggressions, and challenges to one’s sense of belonging largely influence one’s 
occupational performance, health, and overall well-being. Historical and contemporary 
injustices within American culture have resulted in multigenerational occurrences of 
disparities for EMs. Racial injustice is deeply embedded and still ever-present within 
practices and traditions in higher education institutions resulting in racialized 
experiences for EM students and contributing to further disparities in educational 
outcomes. The FOCUUS Model draws connections between historical and 
contemporary experiences of injustice by EM students in higher education on physical 
and mental health and various other outcomes. The FOCUUS Model illustrates the 
great influence and impact that these factors may have on EM students’ overall well-
being, educational experiences, and academic performance. This model is intended to 
be utilized by program administrators and educators in higher education to support EM 
students including Black and/or African American, Indigenous and/or Native American, 
and other peoples of color including Latinx or Asian Pacific Islander Desi American. 
Occupational therapy (OT) programs can utilize this model to 1) gain knowledge about 
the EM student experience, 2) evaluate their current ideologies and practices, and 3) 
implement strategies suggested by the model to better support and uplift EM students.  
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Introduction 
The lens through which one views, understands, and perceives the world is constructed 
through culture. Culture is both objective and subjective, and it is fabricated as we exist 
within various social groups and contexts. It is dynamic and everchanging and it is the 
foundation of values, beliefs, expressions, and customs that may be unique to an 
individual or shared within and among groups of individuals (Padilla, 2015). The United 
States of America has a long and dark history of inequality beginning with the genocide 
of indigenous peoples and then the ranking of humans by the color of their skin to 
denote ability and value (Wilkerson, 2020). Throughout history, ethnic minority EM 
populations have been the subjects of dehumanizing, racialized experiences. Patterns 
of injustices within American culture have resulted in multigenerational occurrences of 
disparities for EM populations including lower socioeconomic status, decreased access 
to resources, and poorer physical and mental health outcomes (Cokley et al., 2013; 
Mays et al., 2007). These systemic injustices are deeply embedded within American 
culture which, to this day continue to impact the daily lives of EMs. The FOCUUS 
Model: Facilitating Occupational Performance on Campus: Uplifting Underrepresented 
Students focuses on how this inequality in America impacts EMs’ experiences in higher 
education, their health, and their overall well-being. 
 
While some would argue that we are living in a post-racial era, EM students continue to 
face the consequences of the unjust and ever-present beliefs that underlie mainstream 
societal culture. In fact, one study found that among a sample of EM students, 
individuals reported experiencing approximately six discriminatory encounters in a two-
week period (Burrow & Ong, 2010). Moreover, explicit racism is not needed to create an 
uncomfortable academic environment for EM students; “instead, unexamined 
historically situated White cultural ideology embedded in the language, cultural 
practices, traditions, and perceptions of knowledge allow these institutions to remain 
racialized” (Gusa, 2010, p. 465). Ultimately, lack of inclusion in education results in 
inequity in outcomes including in academic performance and in overall well-being. It is 
critical that institutions of higher education recognize the dynamic factors that may 
influence EM students’ experiences in education which we can anticipate will impact 
their future endeavors and unique contributions to their profession of study or society at 
large. 
 
Furthermore, the recent and disheartening murders of Black lives such as Ahmaud 
Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd by police in America have been followed by 
large and rightful outpourings of emotion. Movements have arisen encompassing cries 
for change and a fight for justice and equality. This uprising in America and across the 
world is not the first, but instead can be compared to former waves of social unrest and 
demands for reform in response to racial injustice throughout history. Occurring 
concurrently, the COVID-19 pandemic has sparked fear, anxiety, and loss across the 
globe all while impacting EMs at disproportionate rates (Tai et al., 2020). These events 
should posit the FOCUUS Model and its intention at high priority as college and 
university program administrators and educators must take great consideration as to  
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how students, particularly EM students, are being impacted, and how they will be 
impacted long-term personally and professionally by these issues. Additionally, program 
administrators and educators must recognize that these matters are systemic and EM 
populations have and will continue to be impacted by similar experiences.  
 
In the American Occupational Therapy Association’s Vision 2025, the profession has 
committed itself to core tenets including acting as influential leaders, providing 
accessible services through culturally responsive practices, and intentionally embracing 
diversity through inclusive and equitable opportunities (American Occupational Therapy 
Association [AOTA], 2020a). Fulfilling this Vision starts in education through the 
practices and traditions in which students are taught. According to the 2019 AOTA 
Salary and Workforce Survey, the ethnic makeup of occupational therapy (OT) students 
is 6.5% Black/African American, 0.3% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 9.2% 
Asian/Pacific Islander, 5.9% Hispanic/Latino, and 3.6% multiethnic when compared to 
74.0% White/Caucasian. The EM makeup of OT practitioners is 3.0% Black/African 
American, 0.3% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 5.8% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4.0% 
Hispanic/Latino, and 1.8% multiethnic when compared to 83.8% White/Caucasian 
(AOTA, 2020b, p. 41). This striking disparity in EMs who are currently pursuing or 
working in the field of OT compared to their White counterparts should serve as a call to 
action to employ methods that improve the interest of EMs in the field of OT and 
promote inclusive learning environments. Ensuring inclusive practices and equitable 
opportunity in education will not only support and enrich the student population, but 
ultimately will result in increased diversity in the OT workforce and influence outcomes 
of the populations we serve.  
 
The FOCUUS Model: Facilitating Occupational Performance on Campus: Uplifting 
Underrepresented Students is a theoretically-based and evidence-centered model 
which serves to describe minority status as a determinant of health and the impact of 
minority status stress (MSS) on EM students’ educational experience, health, and 
overall well-being. The model was developed by an OT student as the capstone of a 
two-semester course during her doctoral-level studies. Over the course of a year, and 
under the mentorship of a faculty member, the model was peer-reviewed and vetted 
through an iterative process by peers and instructors. The FOCUUS Model is being 
introduced as a means to support the academic performance and well-being of EM 
students. The FOCUUS Model is intended to be utilized by college and university 
program administrators and educators to support EM students in higher education 
including Black and/or African American, Indigenous and/or Native American, and other 
peoples of color including Latinx or Asian Pacific Islander Desi American. We highlight 
inequities experienced among EM students and make suggestions for colleges and 
universities to integrate culturally responsive, diverse, equitable, and inclusive practices 
to support and uplift these students and their experiences. Though relevant across all 
fields of study in higher education, OT programs can lead by example, utilizing this 
evidence-centered model which is informed by the holistic OT perspective to enhance 
their current practices, better support their EM students, and progress the field of OT. 
OT programs can utilize The FOCUUS Model to 1) gain knowledge about the EM  
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student experience, 2) evaluate their current ideologies and practices, and 3) implement 
strategies suggested by the model to better support and uplift EM students. In order to 
fully immerse oneself in this model, there are various definitions that should be 
reviewed, as they set the framework for understanding (see Table 1). 
 

 

Table 1 
 
Definitions of Key Concepts 
 

Concept  Definition  

 
Social 
Determinants 
of Health 
  

 

 
Social conditions or positions within society that impact health 
including socioeconomic status, social support, education, 
employment, gender, culture, and ethnicity (Braveman & Gottlieb, 
2014) 
  

Ethnicity 
 

 
One’s belonging to a group with shared social and/or cultural traits or 
experiences 
 

Race 
 

 
A socially constructed concept used to create human division based 
merely on arbitrary physical characteristics, i.e., skin color 
 

Racism 
 

 

Actions and institutions which harm EM groups (e.g., Black and/or 
African American, Indigenous and/or Native American, and other 
peoples of color) based on arbitrary traits or physical characteristics 
(Wilkerson, 2020) 
 

Minority 
Status Stress 
(MSS) 
 

 

Unique from general life stressors and experienced by many minority 
individuals in response to racism, stigmatization, marginalization, 
discrimination, microaggressions, and challenges to one’s sense of 
belonging (Cokley et al., 2013; Hunter et al., 2019; Stone et al., 2018) 
 

Diversity 
 

 

Unique individual differences (e.g., personality, life experience, 
capabilities, beliefs) and group/social differences (e.g., ethnicity, 
class, gender, sexual orientation, culture) 
 

Equity 
 

 

The creation of opportunities that account for historical injustices of 
marginalized groups and that aim to close achievement gaps and 
disparities in outcomes 
 

Inclusion 
 

 

The active, ongoing, and intentional engagement with diversity 
(Association of American Colleges and Universities [AAC&U], n.d.), 
where an environment of uniqueness is welcomed and leveraged for 
maximum engagement by all members within the environment (Taff & 
Blash, 2017) 
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Theoretical Framework 
The FOCUUS Model is based in various theoretical approaches which drive the 
conceptual foundation of the model and illustrate the dynamic relationships between 
various factors which influence occupational performance, health, and well-being. 
These theories provide a comprehensive framework to guide the reader’s 
understanding of the evidence presented below, which supports the FOCUUS Model.  
 
The Person-Environment-Occupation-Performance Model (PEOP) 
The PEOP model draws connections and interactions between the person, their 
environment, and their occupational performance, well-being, and quality of life (Baum 
et al., 2015, p. 47-55). Critical person factors emphasized in this model which influence 
occupational performance, participation, and well-being include cognitive, psychological, 
physiological, spiritual, sensory, and motor. Environmental factors which may act as 
barriers or facilitators to occupational performance are identified as culture, policy, 
social factors, physical and natural environment, and technology (Baum et al., 2015, p. 
47-55). The PEOP model drives the understanding of the interplay between person and 
environmental factors in the FOCUUS Model and how this interaction significantly 
impacts performance of occupations within academia and well-being for EM students.  
 
Doing, Being, Becoming, and Belonging 
In the FOCUUS Model, occupation is defined through the transformational occupational 
health perspective of doing, being, becoming, and belonging (Wilcock, 2007) where 
occupation is outlined as a synthesis of doing (physical actions; mental thinking), being 
(nature or essence; related to self-actualization and individual preference), becoming 
(related to change and development; achievement of goals and aspirations), and 
belonging (connectedness; sense of home; Hitch et al., 2014a; Hitch et al., 2014b; 
Wilcock, 1998; Wilcock, 2007). Disruption within this system of occupation can lead to 
occupational dysfunction, impacting well-being and hindering occupational potential for 
EM students (Wicks, 2005). With this model, we understand how being an EM student 
has implications on the experience of doing; one’s sense of belonging or 
connectedness; and ultimately, attaining the necessary personal growth, skills, or 
competencies to become and fulfill whichever desired roles one wishes to achieve. 
 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory emphasizes that the individual experience 
is shaped not only by oneself or one’s immediate surroundings, but within multiple 
levels of the larger social context. This theory considers the environment unique to the 
individual, but also recognizes shared cultural contexts between individuals or 
communities. In his theory, Bronfenbrenner placed the individual in the center of 
multiple layers of the environment with bi-directional influences. The layer closest to the 
individual is the microsystem (the person’s immediate surroundings), followed by the 
mesosystem (the connection between aspects of the microsystem), exosystem (social 
system in which the person does not function directly), and macrosystem (overarching 
cultural attitudes; historical and systemic patterns). Lastly, the chronosystem represents 
the dimension of time and its influence throughout the life course (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979; Bronfenbrenner, 1992). Bronfenbrenner’s work describes these various systems 
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which characterize factors that lead to social stratification (e.g., social class, ethnicity) 
and systematically describes and distinguishes social contexts of the environment which 
impact human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This theory is crucial to our 
understanding of the environmental and social factors which influence EM students and 
their developmental processes which ultimately interact to influence academic 
outcomes, health, and well-being.  
 
Stress Process Model 
Pearlin’s stress process model examines how individual experiences of stress impact 
mental and behavioral health, and further how social, personal, and coping resources 
may act as mediators to these health outcomes. In this model, stressful experiences 
can be traced to surrounding social structures and people's locations within them. The 
most encompassing of these structures being those social systems of stratification that 
cut across society and manifest within social institutions based on factors such as social 
and economic class, ethnicity, gender, and age (Aneshensel  & Avison, 2015; Pearlin, 
1989). This model supports the foundational elements of the FOCUUS Model which 
acknowledge ethnicity or minority status as factors which result in disparities due to 
social structures within American culture.  
 

Description and Conceptual Foundations of The FOCUUS Model 
 

Purpose 
The purpose of the FOCUUS Model is to focus on evidence regarding the critical 
influence that being an EM or one’s minority status within American culture has on one’s 
experiences in academia, academic outcomes, health, and overall well-being. This 
model is intended to serve as an opportunity to build insight and increase awareness of 
the EM student experience and further, serve as a resource for potential strategies to 
better support EM students. The model emphasizes the racialized, oppressive nature of 
the American educational system built on White ideology and privilege, and the need for 
transformative institutional change that validates the experiences of racism and 
discrimination by EMs.  
 
Significance 
The FOCUUS Model is significant as it offers OT programs a focused guide to assist in 
enhancing practices that will support and uplift EM students and progress the field of OT 
by embracing diversity through inclusive and equitable opportunities. This model not 
only serves to benefit EM students, but the OT student population as a whole by 
increasing opportunities for diverse learning, consideration of multicultural perspectives, 
and perhaps furthering the development of critical thinking and communication skills. 
The FOCUUS Model may also operate to benefit OT administrators and educators by 
increasing feelings of confidence and self-efficacy in their abilities to support EM OT 
students. Lastly, this model arguably has the potential to enhance the entire profession 
of OT as the promotion and enactment of inclusive learning environments will contribute 
to the interest, success, and development of underrepresented students in the field of 
OT. Greater diversity is essential for a strong OT practice. Within academia, research, 
clinical work, and throughout the scope of the OT profession, diversity has the potential 
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to broaden our definitions of occupation and widen the perspectives from which we 
approach and develop practices and policies. While the FOCUUS Model is designed for 
use in higher education, the principles, knowledge, and strategies outlined can also be 
translated to research, clinical care, and other areas of OT to ensure an inclusive and 
equitable approach that uplifts EMs throughout the field of OT.  
 
Person and Environment: Influence on Academic Performance and Well-being 
The FOCUUS Model was developed and highly influenced by the significant connection 
and transactional relationship between the person (e.g., the EM student) and their 
environment (e.g., racism and discrimination). In this section, we highlight evidence to 
support one’s understanding of this transactional relationship and how these factors 
interact to influence occupation (e.g., academic performance, social relationships/ 
interactions, housing, involvement on campus, use of technology), health (e.g., 
cognition, emotional wellness, ability to cope, blood pressure, pain, spirituality), and 
well-being (e.g., life-satisfaction, feelings of inclusion and belonging, sense of 
empowerment, sense of support).  
 
Person Factors  
Factors intrinsic to the EM student which are highly impacted by exposure to features of 
the environment. 
 
 Cognitive. Cognition is defined as the mental processes necessary to acquire, 
process, and use information in order to accomplish a desired goal. This includes basic 
cognitive skills like attention and memory, and higher-level functions like executive 
function, awareness, and insight (Maeir & Rotenberg-Shpigelman, 2015). Ethnic 
minority students are often stigmatized and coping with this stigma requires self-
regulation. However, as self-regulation is a limited capacity resource, when EM students 
must self-regulate to cope with stigma or other racialized experiences, they then have 
limited resources available to regulate emotions and inhibitions, carry out daily tasks, 
and regulate academic behaviors (Inzlicht et al., 2006). Additionally, for individuals 
whose race is central to their identity, racialized events have been found to be even 
more depleting of self-control resources (Bair & Steele, 2010). When faced with 
situations in which an EM student fears being reduced to a stereotype, a phenomenon 
known as stereotype threat, students underperform on tests of intellectual performance 
(Gonzales et al., 2002; Steele & Aronson, 1995). The race-based disparities in stress 
and sleep in context model (RDSSC) suggests that stress experienced secondary to 
racialized experiences impacts the physiological stress response through impaired 
cortisol levels and sleep processes that further influence cognition, and in turn impact 
academic performance (Levy et al., 2016).  
 
 Psychological. Psychology is associated with overall well-being, life-balance, 
and life-satisfaction. This factor is internal in nature and dependent on unique personal 
experiences (Brown & Stoffel, 2017). MSS is associated with depression, negative 
affect, and other mental health challenges (Arbona & Jimenez, 2014; Hardeman et al., 
2015; Jones et al., 2007; Wei et al., 2010); greater risk for low self-esteem (Jones et al., 
2007); decreased confidence in intellectual capacities (Hardeman et al., 2015); negative 
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perceptions of campus climate (Wei et al., 2011); poorer life satisfaction (Prelow et al., 
2006); imposter feelings (Stone et al., 2018); and decreased sense of belonging and 
connectedness (Stone et al., 2018) which has the potential to influence occupational 
potential by disrupting the transformational system of doing, being, becoming, and 
belonging (Wicks, 2005). Just as racial identity influences cognitive processes, it has a 
role in influencing psychological factors. One component of racial identity is racial 
centrality or the importance of one’s race to one’s identity. When an individual has high 
racial centrality, experiences of racial discrimination have been found to be exacerbated 
(Burrow & Ong, 2010; Sellers et al., 1998). Alternatively, when the component of racial 
identity referred to as private regard, or the value of belonging to one’s group is high, 
research has found decreased reporting of racial discrimination (Burrow & Ong, 2010), 
higher self-esteem, and lower levels of imposter feelings (Lige et al., 2016). Another 
buffer of the associations between MSS and the psychological costs is bicultural 
competence or the belief that one can function within two cultural groups without 
compromising themselves (Wei et al., 2010). These findings highlight the resiliency and 
various coping mechanisms that EMs may employ when dealing with MSS. It is 
important to consider the unique differences in coping strategies that individuals or 
groups of individuals may use across different situations and contexts (Pearlin, 1989).  
 
 Physiological. Physiology includes cellular, organ, metabolic, and other 
biological systems crucial to one’s performance, participation, and well-being (Rogers, 
2017). MSS results in a physiological stress response through cortisol secretion and the 
activation of the hypothalamic pituitary adrenal (HPA) axis (Richman & Jonassaint, 
2008). Situations like exposure to MSS that result in a social-evaluative threat have 
potential to result in a maladaptive stress response through significant cortisol and 
stress hormone secretion and longer recovery times (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). As 
explained in Pearlin’s Stress Process Model, the structural contexts of people’s lives are 
the fundamental origins of stress (Pearlin, 1989). Racial microaggressions, or subtle or 
commonplace indignities or insults directed toward people of color (Solorzano et al., 
2000; Sue et al., 2007) have been found to contribute to a physiological stress response 
including muscle aches, back pain, and the inability to sleep for EM students (Franklin 
et al., 2014). EM students exposed to stress secondary to racialized experiences also 
have higher rates of cardiovascular reactivity including increases in blood pressure 
(Blascovich et al., 2001; Hill et al., 2007). In general, EM populations have poorer sleep 
outcomes than Whites (Hale & Do, 2007; Petrov & Lichstein, 2016; Ruiter et al., 2011), 
perhaps due to the upregulation of the HPA axis which impairs sleep and reciprocally, 
impaired sleep exacerbates stress levels (Akerstedt, 2006). As sleep and other 
physiologic processes are fundamental to recovery and maintenance of health and 
functioning, it is important to consider the potential implications of these findings on 
occupational outcomes, for example how increased stress and impaired sleep may 
impair cognitive processes and academic performance (Levy et al., 2016). The 
physiological stress response has also been found to impair motor system function 
(Metz et al., 2005) and pre-clinical research has shown an impact on cerebellum 
information processing, a critical area for motor control and coordination, learning, and 
memory (Savtchouk & Liu, 2011). Additionally, sleep deprivation impairs reaction time, 
coordination, and motor tasks of divided attention (Ayalon & Friedman, 2008; 
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Williamson & Feyer, 2000). Sensory experiences through the capacity to see, hear, 
touch, smell, and taste allow one to interact with their environment and participate in 
occupation (Carey, 2017). Sensory processing and attention have been found to be 
modulated by the affective or emotional significance of a stimuli (Vuilleumier, 2005). 
Stress is associated with various vision disorders (Sabel et al., 2018) and hearing 
problems (Canlon et al., 2013) beginning in-utero (Horner, 2003). Additionally, greater 
hearing problems have been identified for those with poorer self-rating of health and 
those with poorer sleep quality (Canlon et al., 2013). Acute stress has also been shown 
to impact taste (Ileri-Gurel et al., 2012). Finally, HPA reactivity and cortisol secretion 
impacts somatosensation, including touch and pain. High levels of cortisol affect implicit 
and cortical learning related to tactile acuity (Dinse et al., 2017). Regarding pain, higher 
cortisol is positively associated with chronic pain intensity (Vachon-Presseau et al., 
2013) and more specifically, perceived racial discrimination has been shown to be 
associated with greater pain for EM populations (Burgess et al., 2009). 
 
 Spiritual. Spirituality underlies meaning-making through the process of self-
understanding and development of personal identity, beliefs, values, and goals. 
Meaning is constructed through one’s emotions, driving self-understanding and actions 
based on experiences, personal beliefs, and values. Spirituality is often defined in terms 
of religiosity and sacred matters of religion and organizational practices and beliefs 
(Eakmann, 2017). The literature highlights spirituality as a buffer or mediator for the 
effects of MSS (Kim, 2017; Patton & McClure, 2009). While spirituality has been found 
to have positive benefits for all students, higher levels of spirituality and religious 
practices are seen in EM populations (Walker & Dixon, 2002) and it is particularly 
predictive of psychological well-being for EM students when compared to their White 
counterparts (Blaine & Crocker, 1995). Overall, spirituality and religiosity result in 
increases in motivation, self-esteem, sense of control, life-satisfaction, and life-meaning 
(Blaine & Crocker, 1995; Patton & McClure, 2009); psychological well-being and 
positive affect (Cavazos Vela et al., 2014; Kim, 2017); coping sources (Patton & 
McClure, 2009); health behaviors (Bowen-Reid & Smalls Glover, 2004); and time spent 
on academic work, satisfaction at college, and academic performance and achievement 
(Mooney, 2010; Walker & Dixon, 2002). Spirituality has been found to be critically 
important for EM students’ sense of self and belonging (Tachine et al., 2017), directly 
relating to “being” and “belonging” in Wilcock’s occupational health perspective of doing, 
being, becoming, and belonging. Perhaps spirituality is not only critical for one’s sense 
of being and belonging, but also one’s becoming, as spirituality has been found to 
underlie meaning-making and drive self- understanding and development (Eakmann, 
2017; Wilcock, 2007). 
 
Environmental Factors  
Environmental factors are extrinsic to the EM student and are often influenced by social 
context. 
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 Culture. Culture is the overarching factor of influence in the FOCUUS Model. 
Historical patterns of injustices which are largely shared among EM groups and 
experienced within American culture have resulted in multigenerational occurrences of 
disparities (Cokley et al., 2013; Mays et al., 2007). Historic ideologies and practices 
within the structure of society and institutions situate EM students in the position to 
experience MSS which occurs secondary to various racialized and discriminatory 
experiences (Cokley et al., 2013; Hunter et al., 2019; Stone et al., 2018). These cultural 
implications result in lack of inclusive learning environments, equitable opportunities, 
and overall representation of diversity on college and university campuses. American 
society, largely built for the majority, may influence feelings of belonging and impact 
other aspects of the occupational health perspective of doing, being, becoming, and 
belonging. As explained in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, this nested 
environmental structure within the blueprint of American culture can have a distinct 
impact on an individual and their development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).   
 
 Policy. Institutional, state, and federal level policy has the ability to profoundly 
impact student learning and access to quality educational opportunities. The 
macrosystem of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory refers to the cultural 
values and underpinnings that have influence on all other systems within one’s 
environment, the most critical here being policies that affect the developing person 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The historical and contemporary culture of America has 
resulted in systemic barriers including exclusion, segregation, underfunding, fewer 
resources, and lower familial wealth contributing to the potential for some EM students 
being ‘less competitive’ applicants and ultimately, impacting their educational 
experiences. Affirmative action allows for special consideration of underrepresented 
minority students in the context of a holistic evaluation during the admissions process 
(Lutz et al., 2019). There are criticisms to affirmative action such as it constitutes 
reverse discrimination on majority groups, creates a mismatch between the abilities of 
the student and the academic demands required for success, and it stigmatizes 
individuals (Fischer & Massey, 2007). The mismatch hypothesis has been disproven in 
various studies (Fischer & Massey, 2007; Lutz et al., 2019) however, some research 
suggests this policy does elicit stereotype threat due to stigmatization, though the effect 
may be minimal when compared to other determinants of academic success (Fischer & 
Massey, 2007). Affirmative action takes a step towards more equitable admissions 
processes by heightening the chance that a minority student will receive more fair and 
comprehensive consideration, ultimately creating an opportunity for colleges and 
universities to promote diversity and develop a student body more representative of the 
larger population. On a state or institutional level, policies that inform tuition and needs-
based aid have the ability to impact persistence rates. The amount of needs-based aid 
a student can access as compared to tuition is predictive of enrollment patterns and 
dropout rates among EM students (Allen & Wolniak, 2019; Chen & John, 2011).  
 
 Social Support and Capital. As individuals partake in their day to day lives, they 
inevitably interact with others and within communities. These engagements are central 
to one’s ability to thrive, access resources, build social networks, and have a sense of 
connection to something greater than oneself. Social support is the advice or guidance 
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one receives from family, friends, or strangers. It is the tangible materials or services 
one obtains, and further, the development of these supports can facilitate one’s social 
capital. Social capital is developed through community connectedness and trust, and 
results in benefits to all members of a community through reciprocal acts of giving and 
receiving and accessing and sharing power and influence (Bass & Haugen, 2015). One 
could argue that social support and social capital reinforce one’s sense of belonging. In 
the occupational health perspective of doing, being, becoming, and belonging, Wilcock 
(2007) defined belonging as that which is developed through one’s interpersonal 
relationships, “the contextual element, of the connectedness of people to each other as 
they do and of the major place of relationships within health” (p. 5). Belonging has also 
been defined as the result of social interaction, mutual support and reciprocity, 
friendship, and a sense of inclusion (Hammell, 2004; Rebeiro et al., 2001). Political 
context and social determinants of health including socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 
early life experiences, and education all influence one’s access to social support and 
social capital (Bass & Haugen, 2015). Limited social support and social capital only 
further contributes to disparities and inequities in underserved populations, likely 
influencing one’s sense of belonging. Ethnic minority students have more negative 
perceptions of social support compared to their White peers and more difficulty 
establishing peer support networks and working relationships (Orom et al., 2013; 
Williams, 2002). One can think of an individual’s immediate social supports as 
belonging to their microsystem in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. For a 
student with fewer social support resources, there is likely to be a consequence to their 
exosystem wherein their social network may develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Self-
beliefs, social support, and comfort in the university environment have all been shown to 
be significantly predictive of the academic non-persistence decisions among EM 
students, with social support being the strongest predictor (Gloria et al., 2005; Gloria & 
Robinson Kurpius, 2001). Lower quality social support is shown to increase mental 
health challenges (Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009), while more extensive ties to professors 
and involvement in social activities on campus are tied to greater satisfaction and 
academic success (Fischer, 2007). Social capital has the potential to increase access to 
resources for students and is positively correlated with persistence attitudes for EM 
students (Dika & Martin, 2017; Wells, 2008). Through support from faculty, EM students 
develop social capital and receive exposure to real world expertise and resources 
necessary to navigate the academic environment (Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014; Yosso, 
2005). Development of social support and social capital for EM students is of particular 
importance for future outcomes, especially when considering the many barriers this 
population has historically faced in accessing social advantages (Hawes & Rocha, 
2011; Hero, 2003). It is important to consider how social support and social capital may 
serve as stress mediators or buffering protection against negative outcomes on 
occupational performance, health, and well-being for EM students (Aneshensel & 
Avison, 2015; Pearlin, 1989). 
 
 Physical Environment. The physical environment includes the personal and 
public spaces in which individuals perform daily occupations. These spaces might 
include one’s home, dorm, school, library, or local restaurants and stores (Stark et al., 
2015). Characteristics of these spaces include noise, crowding, quality, building size, or 
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design (Evans, 2006). Housing and neighborhood quality have been found to be related 
to academic performance and achievement for children and youth (Evans, 2006). 
Additionally, household crowding and home ownership have been found to be predictive 
of educational attainment at age 25 (Conley, 2001). This is particularly important to 
consider, as disparities in household crowding and home ownership have been present 
for generations and continue to be prominent for EM populations (Kuebler & Rugh, 
2013).  
 
Physical spaces where students live and convene on campus have significant potential 
for both harmful and beneficial influence on academic outcomes. The PEOP model 
helps illustrate how an individual’s physical environment may have influence on other 
aspects of their environment (e.g., social support) or person factors (e.g., psychological 
well-being) (Baum et al., 2015, p. 47-55). Harmful physical environmental 
circumstances to consider are within residence halls which are often thought an 
essential part of the college or university experience offering a community of support, a 
sense of safety and security, and aiding in the transition to college or university life. EM 
students have been found to experience microaggressions in residence halls including 
racial slurs written in dorm spaces, segregated living environments, and unequal 
treatment of housing security and maintenance. This results in decreased feelings of 
belonging and safety (Harwood et al., 2012). Another example is the visuals and 
artwork that line the walls of institutions. One study found that EM students feel portraits 
on campus lack diversity and representation which ultimately impacts sense of 
belonging (Fitzsousa et al., 2019). Alternatively, there are many positive and beneficial 
spaces that could be thought of as ’safe spaces’ for EM students including student 
cultural centers, minority student organizations, minority student conferences, and 
minority student and faculty networking spaces. These spaces have been found to have 
multiple benefits including increasing access to resources, improving students’ sense of 
community and belonging, aiding in racial/ethnic identity development, increasing self-
efficacy, and allowing for opportunity to network and build social support (Casad et al., 
2016; Grier-Reed, 2010; Museus, 2008; Patton, 2006a; Patton, 2006b).  
 
 Technology. Technology is an incredibly prominent aspect of daily occupation. 
Digital technology in particular is increasingly used as a tool to facilitate education 
(Polgar, 2015) and largely has become a necessity secondary to the COVID-19 
pandemic. In higher education, social media and other online formats are used for 
student recruitment, student/educator communication, and are thought to enhance 
student learning. Additionally, digital technology offers a space for personal and 
academic discussion, self-expression, building of social networks, and development of a 
greater sense of belonging and community (Kumi-Yebaoh & Blankson, 2014; Yu et al., 
2010). While technology has many positive benefits, it is not without barriers and even 
negative impacts, particularly for EM students. Benefits of the use of technology and 
online learning in higher education include a space for the development of relationships 
and social acceptance from peers which promotes learning outcomes for students 
including cognitive and skill-based learning (Yu et al., 2010) and increased opportunity 
for the creation and maintenance of social capital (Ellison et al., 2007). Potential 
drawbacks to the use of technology include misleading representation of student and 
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faculty diversity on college and university websites (Wilson & Meyer, 2009); online 
victimization which is more often experienced by EM students and results in associated 
stress and more negative perceptions of campus climate (Tynes et al., 2013); and 
exposure to discriminatory, trauma-inducing events in the media such as police brutality 
or immigrant detainment in which witnessing may result in post-traumatic stress or 
depressive symptoms (Tynes et al., 2019) or have adverse effects on physiological 
processes (Alang et al., 2017; Holman et al., 2014). Lastly, social justice movements 
often arise from widely broadcasted traumatic events in the media and are largely 
participated in via social media platforms among college students and other community 
members (e.g., #BlackLivesMatter, #DREAMers). These movements allow individuals 
to engage collectively as communities (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015) perhaps offering a sense 
of belonging, empowerment, and support in order to cope.  
 

Model Description 
 

The FOCUUS Model: Facilitating Occupational Performance on Campus: Uplifting 
Underrepresented Students 
A transactional relationship between person and environmental factors are examined in 
this model and further, how the interplay amongst factors results in impairment to 
occupation. Experiences of MSS, a determinant of health based on being a minority, 
has significant implications on physical and mental health outcomes, and performance 
of occupation for EMs. Social systems of stratification and cultural contexts lead to 
disruption in the system of doing, being, becoming, and belonging leading to impaired 
academic performance and overall well-being. The goal of the FOCUUS Model is to 
provide an evidence-based framework for program administrators and educators within 
institutions of higher education to reference for specific and practical action items 
intended to promote balance between person and environmental factors, allowing EM 
students to feel embraced, uplifted, and with a developed sense of belonging. The 
FOCUUS Model illustrates (see Figure 1) dynamic factors which influence the EM 
students’ optimal academic performance levels, health, and overall well-being. The 
model is represented by a magnifying glass which situates the EM student in the center 
of focus. The EM student is represented in the center via the graduation cap with the 
most significantly influenced person factors situated at the top of the cap (e.g., 
cognition, psychological, physiological, and spirituality). The person is surrounded by 
environmental factors in the frame and handle of the magnifying glass, and culture is 
intentionally placed on the handle as it is the predominant driver of the EM student 
experience. In the FOCUUS Model, the EM student is viewed through the lens of the 
magnifying glass by the collective society or culture. This model additionally recognizes 
that the EM student may have varying experiences throughout their educational journey 
which may be influenced by individual-level interactions. Not only does the society at 
large view and influence the student through the lens of the magnifying glass, but any 
person the EM student comes into contact with may grip the magnifying glass and view 
the EM student with their own unique and distinct cultural values, then having the 
potential to influence various and unique experiences and outcomes for the EM student.  
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Figure 1 
 
The FOCUUS Model 
 
 
 

 
 

Implementation and Outcomes 
 
Training and Implementation 
The FOCUUS Model should be made accessible to leadership in education such as 
program administrators, educators, advisers, mentors, and student advocates. These 
individuals should immerse themselves in the evidence presented in this model and 
seek to understand the interaction among factors which influence academic 
performance and well-being for EM students. Once this basic level of knowledge has 
been acquired, it must be applied to current programming. It should be acknowledged 
that training is a systematic process which evolves over time with continued knowledge 
and skill development to incorporate inclusivity and equity into programming. 
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As each institution or program’s capacities and needs vary, a unique self-exploration 
process to identify gaps in inclusivity, areas for improvement, and set specific goals and 
activities is needed. Programs should first consider existing resources within their 
programs such as identifying an appropriate administrator, faculty, and/or staff to 
explore current programming and consider how students are currently impacted based 
on the evidence provided by the FOCUUS Model. Students and individuals from diverse 
backgrounds and perspectives should be included in this process. Second, programs 
should consider enlisting a source outside of the program to audit and examine current 
practices from an outside perspective. This individual should act as a moderator to 
facilitate conversation among administrators, educators, staff, and students. This person 
may be someone from an office of diversity within the institution, an individual from 
another academic program, or an expert in the area of diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
Lastly, program administrators and educators should inform themselves with inclusive 
pedagogies and elicit opportunities for suggestions and feedback from students, both 
present and past. Table 2 offers specific strategies for the implementation of the 
FOCUUS Model, expected outcomes, evaluation of outcomes, and potential barriers 
and challenges.  
 
Table 2 
 
Implementation and Outcomes  

 
 

Strategies to 
Support EM 
Students 

 Incorporate diverse and inclusive learning experiences and 
assessments into curriculum design and course content  

  Create intentional opportunities for students to offer their experiences 
and participate in dialogue that will support strategic planning and the 
development of an inclusive cultural environment 
 

  Provide training for faculty on how implicit bias, microaggressions, 
and stereotype threat can manifest themselves in learning situations, 
and how to mitigate those occurrences 
 

  Develop awareness of the distinction between general-life stressors 
and MSS 
 

  Consider the impact of low rates of diversity in faculty, staff, and 
students 
 

 
 

 Promote the implementation of interventions such as sleep diaries 
and routines, positive health behaviors, coping mechanisms, 
meditation/mindfulness, and opportunities to increase social support 
(Rogers, 2017; Sabel et al., 2018)  
 

 
 

 Provide accessible physical and mental health resources on campus 
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 Offer resources and availability of spiritual mentoring, physical 
spiritual “safe spaces,” deep self-reflection and conversations, and 
intentional spiritual dialogues or readings 
 

  Promote minority student organizations, minority student/faculty 
networking spaces, and minority student conferences to provide 
opportunities to enhance racial/ethnic identity development, self-
concept, and cross-cultural communications 
 

  Take caution not to tokenize or place pressure on EM students to 
speak on behalf of all other EM students (Harper & Quaye, 2007)  
 

  Take caution not to generalize the EM student experience 
 

  Promote programming targeted at capacity building among all faculty, 
staff, and students that will serve to build trust, relationships, and 
social networks  
 

  Ensure an inclusive environment in online learning programs and 
formats 
 

  Evaluate representation of diversity in learning activities (e.g., case 
studies) and visuals/artwork throughout the institution or program 
 

  Increase awareness of issues that arise in the media which may 
significantly impact students  
 

  Support and encourage student participation in peaceful movements 
which act to empower marginalized students and populations 
 

Expected 
Outcomes 

 Transformative learning practices and inclusive learning environments 

  Increased satisfaction and participation among EM students 
 

  Improved academic performance among EM students 
 

  Enhanced physical and mental well-being among EM students 
 

  Increased interest and retention of EM students  
 

  Enhanced profession with more diverse perspectives 
 

  Increased confidence and self-efficacy in the implementation of 
inclusive pedagogies among leaders in education 
 

  Improved patient and/or consumer outcomes 
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Implications for Occupational Therapy Education 

The field of OT has a great need and potential for growth, change, and action in order to 
increase the representation of EMs in the profession, however increasing the 
representation of EMs in the field alone is not enough. Beyond this, the field must make 
efforts to support and uplift EMs by incorporating an equity lens and increasing 
inclusivity in learning environments. Students who feel that they belong are more 
motivated and engaged in their learning and are more successful academically (Ibanez, 
et al., 2004; Pittman & Richmond, 2007). The FOCUUS Model serves as a great 
resource for OT programs to gain knowledge and insight about the experience of EMs 
and to challenge their current practices and ideals which may be particularly harmful to 
their EM students. The FOCUUS Model is the first theoretically-based and evidence-
centered guide that has been developed with an OT lens, and with specific relevance 
for OT education.  
 
 
 

 

Evaluation  
of Outcomes 

 Survey program faculty, staff, and students before and after 
implementation 
 

  Track EM student interest compared to those who actually apply to a 
program  
 

  Monitor EM student retention and graduation rates 
 

  Determine strategies or measures to quantify constructs such as 
sense of belonging and sense of inclusion 
 

  Utilize strategies to objectively and subjectively assess EM students’ 
satisfaction with performance levels and overall well-being 
 

  Run focus groups with current EM students to encourage their 
individual voices and perspectives 
 

Potential 
Barriers and 
Challenges 

 As each EM student experience is unique and individual, caution must 
be taken so as not to generalize this model across all EM students’ 
experiences  
 

  Implementation of this model requires strong, supportive leadership 
with an open approach and ability to be critical of themselves and 
their institution or program 
 

  This model is not a “one time, fix all,” rather it requires a longtime 
commitment to facilitate change 
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Conclusion 
Historical and contemporary organizational culture of academic institutions continues to 
create inequities in education, health, and well-being. Even outside of the academic 
context of higher education, EM students endure realities that many of their White 
counterparts do not. These issues present a need for the incorporation of practices that 
will uplift underrepresented students and facilitate a more equitable and inclusive 
educational experience. The purpose of the FOCUUS Model is to uplift EM students to 
reach their optimal academic performance levels and outcomes, support their 
physical/mental health and well-being, and empower them to reach their desired goals 
and aspirations. The FOCUUS Model recognizes minority status as a determinant of 
health, illustrating the complex and dynamic relationship between minority status stress 
and various factors which influence the educational experience, health, and well-being 
of EMs. This model is a unique contribution to the field of education as it is designed 
from the holistic perspective of OT and framed to support occupational performance. 
The low rates of diversity within the field of OT should serve as a call to action to seek 
and utilize methods that promote inclusive learning, improve the interest of EM 
populations, and enhance administrator and educator capacities. Greater diversity and 
inclusion in OT are essential for a strong OT practice as it serves to broaden our 
definition of occupation and widen the perspectives from which we approach and 
develop practices and policies.  
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