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March 20, 2020  
 

 
The Honourable Carla Qualtrough 
Minister of Employment, Social Developmenet and Disability Inclusion 
House of Commons 
Parliament Buildings 
Ottawa, ON   K1A 0A6 
 
 
Dear Minister Qualtrough: 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to commend the federal government on its measured and well-coordinated 
response regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, including its pledge of $1 billion for research, assistance and risk 
mitigation. We were glad to see $50 million allocated to ensure healthcare workers have access to the personal 
protective equipment they need to do their work. We also applaud the federal government for a six-month, 
interest-free reprieve on student loan payments. 
 
We are writing to you as the President and CEO of the Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists – the 
national voice of over 18,000 occupational therapists in Canada.  Occupational therapists who are regulated and 
highly educated health care professionals have been supporting the health, well being and quality of life of 
Canadians in homes, communities, hospitals, workplaces – i.e. in places where people live, work and play for 
nearly a century. Their services have in the past and continue to be in high demand. 
 
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, universities and colleges have taken necessary measures to protect the 
health and safety of their students and staff and eliminated in person classes. Students in occupational therapy 
and occupational therapy assistants’ programs have been barred (in the interest of health and safety) from 
attending fieldwork placements or engaging in mandatory lab work. For example students in occupational therapy 
university programs need 1000 clinical fieldwork placements hours in a range of settings and undertake in- person 
lab work (as online or virtual labs are far from ideal) to graduate from an accredited program and obtain a 
provisional license to practice in Canada.  
 
Professional education relies not only on didactic teaching but in person practical teaching and hands on practice 
of skills.  Fieldwork placements are required and must address the complexity of in person and on-site clinical 
practice.  While university and college programs are working on being innovative, a minimum number of 
placement hours are required to meet specific curricular competencies. The requirements for universities are set 
out not only by national accrediting institutions, but also by regulatory bodies with the legal mandate to protect 
the public. 
  
Occupational therapy students are therefore facing a predicament because while faculty and staff continue to be 
compensated, students need financial support until graduation which will be delayed due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Students will bear the brunt of the consequences by having to pay additional living expenses for 
unknown periods of time, extended beyond their current graduation date. Some countries have predicted that the 
pandemic may last well into the summer.  
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Student grants to manage this situation which was beyond the students’ control need to be announced quickly to 
enable planning into the summer and fall for completion of professional education.  Mechanisms such as the 
Canada Student Grants and Loans System currently exist to make it possible for the federal government to forgive 
loans and enact other measures to assist students under the provisions of the Canada Student Loans Act.  
  
The government announced a $27B aid package on March 19th, which included a six-month moratorium on 
student loan repayments. While this is a welcome step for students who graduate, it will unfortunately not help 
occupational therapy students whose graduation will be delayed due to necessary COVID-19 action by 
governments.   
 
We applaud your government for announcing an economic aid package to help Canadians amid the COVID-19 
outbreak. We would like to request your support in assisting occupational therapy students who will make a 
contribution to the health, wellness and safety of Canadians as health care professionals of the future.   
 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 

 
Catherine Backman         
President • Présidente 
Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists/Association canadienne des ergothérapeutes 
Tel/tél : (604) 875-4111 ext 68814 
president@caot.ca 
 
 

 
 
Hélène Sabourin  
Chief Executive Officer • Chef de la direction 
Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists/ Association canadienne des ergothérapeutes 
Tel/tél : (613) 523-CAOT (2268)/ (800) 434-CAOT (2268) ext 244 
hsabourin@caot.ca 
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