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As an experienced early intervention occupational therapist, I have worked with many teen moms in their home environment; however, the
focus was always on the child’s needs. After many years of working in this capacity, I decided to reach out to local high schools and explore
various teen mom programs. I contacted administrators to discuss my purpose and broad-based vision for a partnership. After gaining
permission and observing a local high school’s teen mom program, I was able to host a few peer-learning style sessions that quickly grew
into a regularly scheduled program. My agenda was flexible, and I used a semi-structured and strengths-based approach that allowed the
teen moms to informally guide each session through conversation and the exchange of ideas and opinions. I placed myself in the role of a
facilitator and I used conversation starters centered around relevant topics such as healthy family routines, home safety, parenting
challenges, family customs and traditions, anger management, body image, leisure participation, education, and employment. The program
director and I worked collaboratively, and this set the stage for planning specific and workable objectives to meet the needs of the teen
moms with respect to their culture and diverse family units.

Teenagers who enter the world of parenting are faced with many new
challenges and must adapt to new roles and responsibilities. The role
acquisition of becoming a new parent is difficult, especially when a teen
mom lacks basic parenting knowledge and has limited support systems in
place. It is estimated that about half of teen mothers do not finish high
school and these young mothers are more at risk of living in poverty than
their peers without children (National Conference of State Legislatures
[NCSL], 2018). Children born to teen moms are at risk of behavior
problems and often struggle in school (NCSL, 2018).

Community programs often work toward addressing the complex needs of
teen moms; thus, building a collaborative partnership is an area where occupational therapy practitioners (OTPs) can promote our
profession. By developing a shared understanding with community teen mom programs, OTPs can work with young moms to reduce role
conflict by addressing their daily habits, roles, and routines. —Frontline Provider  Julie  Jones

 One of the largest organizations in my neighboring county is the Head Start Program, which provides services to more than 5,000 young
students in 42 locations. This system currently does not directly collaborate with OTPs to enrich and support all students unless the student
has an active individualized education program (IEP) with OT identified as a service provider. As a faculty member at Loma Linda University
in California  and an occupational therapist, I reached out to the administration to explore ideas to utilize OT students as volunteers to
support the Head Start students and families. This collaborative relationship between the university and Head Start created opportunities
such as a faculty member joining parents and leaders as the Community Member at the monthly Policy Council meetings and making
contributions to enrich the program. Furthermore, this relationship opened doors for hands-on class activities, fieldwork experiences,
program development, and research activities. This partnership also exposed the Head Start program to the role of OTPs working with
children in the community and how OT can promote its mission.—Education/Organizations Provider Arezou Salamat

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR BUILDING COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS

Community practice is increasingly relevant to the role of occupational therapy in early childhood, and establishing partnerships with
individuals and groups that share areas of interest can support best outcomes for children and families. Connecting and establishing
relationships with community agencies are critical factors that can place OTPs into leadership roles and assist with local community
planning. Although it is exciting when agencies agree with your novel ideas, you should also be ready to hear critical feedback and
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suggestions: remember that adaptability is a strength of occupational therapy practitioners. Working with universities, pediatricians,
business owners, and city/ state agencies can create social change. This social change includes not only traditional areas of early
childhood practice but new avenues for health promotion and prevention, community development, advocacy, and policy (Janse van
Rensberg, 2018).

Building community partnerships is a mutually beneficial process. Every OTP can reflect on where they stand with partnerships and,
if possible, develop a plan of action to be more engaged in community practice. Start by thinking about who shares your area of
interest and passion. Who else in the community is working with the same group of children and families? Identify key stakeholders
who support sustainability of the program over time. Suarez-Balcazar et al. (2015) describe three phases of partnerships in
occupational therappy based on feedback from stakeholders that can serve as a model for building community partnerships:

1. Enter into the community (inviting and convening)

How? Establish contact with individuals. Volunteer at the organization. Attend meetings.

2. Develop a trusting relationship (engaging and doing)

How? Establish a system of communication. Take the time to get to know contacts. Share resources.

3. Plan for the future (sharing and planning)

How? Ask for feedback. Make improvements. Look at outcomes and share improvements. Change policy. Obtain funding.

See Figure 1 and Table 1 for examples of OTPs building community partnerships through a continuous process loop.

Practical, Everyday Action Steps to Build Community Partnerships

●               Reach out to organizations to identify their current needs in relation to the COVID-19
pandemic and how telehealth services or online programs could be offered to support
the needs of the population they serve. See AOTA’s coronavirus resources for more
information (www.aota.org/coronavirus).

●               Build relationships with individuals from various organizations through serving on
committees and doing volunteer work.

●               Take the time to get to know the members of community organizations.  Follow these
organizations on social media to see what’s important to them.

●               Discuss the value of OT and how it could help meet an organization’s goals with
administrators, leaders, or staff members.

●               Show up for meetings within your organization and other community events to
gather ideas on the needs and how OT can help.

●               Collaborate with academic OT programs to develop a community-based program for your organization.

●               Collaborate with community organizations to obtain funding for developing occupation-based programs.

Learn More About Developing Community Partnerships

Several articles are available through AOTA that provide examples of how to build effective community partnerships. See Table 2 for
articles that discuss the process of building a partnership, as well as the outcomes of the process.

Conclusion

Each of these stories and examples demonstrates that community building is a vital leadership strategy, and that occupational
therapy practitioners should continuously seek out and strengthen these community connections. The connections can be built
around a practice area, shared concern, or new programming. Innovative internal and/or external partnerships may lead to broader
programming or funding. Ultimately, building community connections may strengthen and expand occupational therapy’s reach to
improve occupational performance. 
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