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INTRODUCTION
Being a relatively new profession in Brazil, Occupational Therapy 
(OT) has only recently become better known to the general public 
and has managed to raise its social profile in this country. The first 
occupational therapy (OT) undergraduate programme in Brazil 
was opened in 1956 in Rio de Janeiro by the “Associação Brasileira 
Beneficente de Reabilitação” followed by USP (São Paulo University) 
a year later, both as practically based technical courses. It became 
a university undergraduate programme in 19691.

 Recently, decisive developments have been observed within 
the profession.  This is evident not only through the opening of 
new undergraduate programmes (which allows for an increase in 
the number of occupational therapists), but also in the expansion 
of fields within the area.  This has seen the development of further 
research with the implementation of postgraduate studies stricto 
sensu, such as Masters and Doctorates.
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The history of OT in Brazil shows that initially the profession 
and the subsequent employment of these practitioners into the 
workplace opened the possibility of new fields of practice that in 
turn required changes to the profile and role of these specialists 
and also to their professional education2,3,4. 

The aim of this article is to describe an overview regarding the 
development of OT undergraduate programmes in Brazil. A map-
ping of the distribution of existing educational programmes in Brazil 
will also be reported through an historical overview. 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
During the seventies, the profession did not offer opportunities 
for practitioners to improve their knowledge effectively, despite 
programmes relating to methods and techniques that focused 
on intervention in the traditional areas of the profession such as 
physical dysfunction and mental health. At the end of that decade, 
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the education programmes became full undergraduate university 
courses and the professional practice was focused mainly on clinical 
practice. However, the few undergraduate programmes offered in 
those times were unable to meet the demands of the new positions 
and fields being created so some practitioners began looking for 
other ways to improve their professional development.

Occupational therapists began to specialise through courses that 
emphasised technical instruction. It brought them up to date with 
the modern world of OT work and provided them with relevant 
methods and techniques that could be used in the modern work-
place. This also satisfied their clinical practice needs, complementing 
any lack of education in the undergraduate programmes.

At the end of the seventies, this situation started to change as 
the result of broad changes in public health policies in the country. 
These changes in the field of health directly involved the practis-
ing occupational therapist and acknowledged the need for more 
comprehensive education within the profession.

During this period, there was an expansion in the concept of 
health. The understanding of health was evolving, no longer being 
considered as the simple absence of illness, but instead focusing on 
the quality of life of the individual and adopting a more humanitarian 
and preventative approach. Different fields and methods for inter-
ventions began to be thought of by occupational therapists and their 
insertion into multidisciplinary teams became commonly requested, 
somewhat different to what had been happening up until then3.

Parallel to this, the Minimum Curriculum (Currículo Mínimo), for 
OT undergraduate programmes, was overhauled which instigated 
a nation-wide re-structuring of these courses in Brazil, especially 
between 1982 and 1984. The new Minimum Curriculum strength-
ened the need for specialisation within the profession, requiring 
more disciplines not only within the traditional core areas of OT, 
but also in vocational training programmes. 

The introduction of more specific disciplines saw an equal distri-
bution of new subjects between biological, psychological and social 
areas, whilst the majority of new subjects were linked with human 
sciences and practices involving different levels of health care5.  

It is remarkable to note that until 1978 there had been only eight 
OT undergraduate programmes in the whole of Brazil and then 
between 1979-1986, at least seven more were created6,7. Such a 
situation stimulated the growth of a new field within the profession, 
which up until then had received little attention: the career of the 
occupational therapist as a lecturer and academic. This was without 
doubt another major milestone in the history of OT in Brazil.

This new growth required the development of education for 
the academics and researchers within the field. Another important 
aspect to note is that bibliographies used in the undergraduate 
programmes at that time were completely international. This 
highlighted the necessity for these academics to start the process 
of developing knowledge of OT within Brazil, a country which up 
until then had not had a strong academic tradition within the subject.

At the beginning of the eighties following this development, the 
universities in Brazil that previously had few occupational therapists 
on their academic staff began to employ a much larger number of 
occupational therapists8. Those occupational therapists who were 
lecturing at the universities started to apply for Masters and Doc-
torates in order to meet the demands of the OT undergraduate 
programmes.

The lack of postgraduate programmes in Brazil that corre-
sponded directly to the occupational therapists’ interests was in 
contrast to the growing needs for improvements within the pro-
fession. The most viable alternative was to look for postgraduate 
programmes in other fields.

Throughout the 1980s, there was scarce interest amongst 
occupational therapists for postgraduate studies, such as Masters 
or Doctorates, as they encountered great difficulties in accessing 
programmes that were in other fields and whose places were largely 
restricted to candidates from within those fields3,4, such as Special 
Education, Education, Psychology, Public Health, Social Sciences, 
and Anthropology.

Apart from the difficulty of enrolling in programmes outside 
of their field, those who went down this route encountered many 
other difficulties such as unfamiliar language used in the research (at 
that time OT undergraduate programmes didn’t receive sufficient 
education in areas outside of their subject). 

The Brazilian occupational therapists also faced the challenge 
of formulating and developing research projects within one field 
and then having to bridge the gap between the content learned on 
that programme and the OT, whilst all the time aiming to achieve 
scientific production in the original area2. 

Scientific production development emerged with postgraduate 
studies, together with the possibility of producing knowledge within 
the field of OT inside Brazil. There is no doubt that the postgraduate 
study is the route that incorporates the scientific knowledge that 
can contribute when initiating effective OT interventions. Further-
more, it enables the researcher to experiment, study, research and 
dedicate time to more thoughtful and reflective activities5. Pitout9 
in her paper investigated research conducted by South African oc-
cupational therapists and discussed that the lack of involvement in 
developing and publishing research constitutes a threat to the OT 
as a profession, due to the demand for evidence based practice. 

Brazilian universities underwent a gradual process of trans-
formation, changing from institutions that basically transmitted 
knowledge, to becoming institutions that produced knowledge, 
with the implementation of postgraduate programmes being chiefly 
responsible for this important transformation10.

At the beginning of the nineties, modern society went through a 
paradigm shift. It went from being an industrial society in which the 
main frame of reference was the world of work, to being a technical, 
post-industrial society that wanted a better understanding of Man’s 
function in society. This saw a re-evaluation of other spheres of life, 
with greater importance being placed on areas outside of work. 
This search for a better balance between life and work, ultimately 
leading to a better quality of life, has consequently come to have a 
strong influence on current thinking of OT. 

In addition, the development of new technologies within 
medicine and rehabilitation broadened the horisons for occupational 
therapists; this expanded their need for expertise in areas previously 
not as valued, as is the case, for example, with the use of assistive 
technology thus generating greater possibilities for adaptations 
and adjustments. This consequently led to greater independence 
for people with special needs such as people with disabilities, and 
the elderly. 

However, whilst this accelerated development in society across 
all fields of knowledge, stimulated by advances in new technology, it 
brought also a greater dynamism to the world of work and included 
new illnesses, such as musculoskeletal injuries that currently affect 
a large number of people throughout the world. 

The Brazilian occupational therapist, who previously dealt main-
ly with people with permanent disabilities, began to be faced with 
the possibilities of working with people with temporarily reduced 
functional capacities. With these new situations, the possibility of 
focusing on preventative treatment, rather than remediation, be-
came a reality. Another change was the increase in life expectancy 
which greatly increased the percentage of elderly people needing 
intervention. In turn, we are able to rely on measures or methods 
that can maintain and preserve functional capacities and skills, or 
improve the quality of life for these demographics.

The establishment of social policies that provide for the needs 
of underprivileged sections of the population created another open-
ing field for OTs in Brazil. The occupational therapist was entering 
these new fields and filling new positions as they were created. They 
were now being employed as part of health teams, in social and 
educational institutions and became practitioners that were able 
to operate in various different capacities. These and many other 
examples that could be mentioned made up a social OT framework 
that was completely different to those in previous decades.

New concepts and needs arose within this emerging framework. 
The occupational therapists closely monitored its developments 
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and the evolution so that their profession could quickly answer 
these new demands as they arose. This required competence, both 
technological and scientific, and continuous research to keep the 
individual’s knowledge and practices up to date.

The occupational therapist now also worked with people who 
did not have developmental changes, but instead had temporarily 
reduced capacities: physical, emotional or intellectual. They were 
also working with individuals who had become more vulnerable as 
a result of social exclusion and ruptures in their social networks.

The professional started to act more effectively within their 
environment too, searching for ways to make it accessible to all. 
Situations at work were also improved, both physical facilities 
(environment, equipment, assistive technology) and work relations.

To discuss undergraduate education as a researcher is to also 
refer to the building and promoting of new knowledge. It supposes 
the systematic development of ideas, the fruit of contemplative 
thought and studies that aim to transform an area.

In relation to the target demographic interested in postgraduate 
studies, it has been verified that occupational therapist researcher’s 
education has become more visible amongst academics. The forma-
tive role of educational institutions, creating the need for better 
educational programmes in lecturing and research, is possibly an 
important factor in the new demand for researchers.

For this reason, the first national survey of occupational therapist 
education was conducted in 1996, with a sample of lecturers of OT 
undergratuation programmes from Brazil. The results pointed to 
an increase in the number of occupational therapists (lecturers) 
studying Masters and PhD programmes in Brazil, especially at 
public universities3.

THE INCREASING NUMBER OF 
UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMMES
Both the number of undergraduate and postgraduate students and 
the amount of programmes increased. The growth of OT under-
graduate programmes in Brazil began with 8 in 1978, 15 in 1986, 
24 in 1999, 35 in 2003 and 75 in 201111,12.

It can be observed in Table 1 below that in the last 11 years, the 
number of programmes being offered in the country has increased 
by 100%.

Northeast, which has 13 programmes and then the South with 9 
programmes. The North has 6 programmes and the Middle East 
there are 4 programmes. The 75 undergraduate programmes in 
Brazil offer 4581 positions per year, and of these places a much 
larger number are offered by private educational institutions. Private 
universities provide 3882 to undergraduate student places of the 
programmes whereas, public universities only 69911.

PHYSICAL SPACES OF OT 
UNDERGRADUATE PROGRAMMES IN 
BRAZIL
In general, the lecturing laboratories in new undergraduate pro-
grammes were very well designed (especially those of private 
institutions), but conditions were not so satisfactory in some older 
programmes and in public universities. At the Federal University of 
São Carlos (Brazil), research groups are composed by professors 
from the Department of Occupational Therapy (undergraduate) 
and also from the Occupational Therapy Postgraduate Programme 
of this university, which now offers both Masters and Doctorates 
in Occupational Therapy. The professors co-ordinate the research 
groups that may include undergraduate and postgraduate stu-
dents (masters and doctorates). Each research group has specific 
research subjects in different fields of knowledge. All research 
groups are certified by a Brazilian Federal Research Agency called 
the National Council of Scientific Researches (CNPq). Research 
labs were better designed and equipped in the public institutions 
(Table II on page 66).

Considering the importance of the connection between edu-
cation and research for undergraduate programmes, some public 
universities maintain research laboratories. Here the undergraduate 
is directly involved in scientific initiation programmes with their 
lecturers, who are Masters and PhD advisors. In general, these 
programmes have research grants offered by the Brazilian Federal 
Government.

For example, at the Department of Occupational Therapy 
in  Federal University of São Carlos there are four research 
laboratories. Their laboratories are: the Laboratory for Activity and 
Development (LAD), which is concerned with research on human 
development and human occupations; the Laboratory for Functional 
Analysis and Assistive Technology (LAFATec); METUIA (a research 
group related to the studies of Social Occupational Therapy) and the 
Mental Health Laboratory (LMH). All these laboratories were built 
according to needs, possessing adequate space and their equipment 
being maintained through the assistance of research funding bodies.

Man, in balance with himself and his environment, should be 
the major challenge for this new century12. For this, education 
should be the opportunity for each person to develop his/her intel-
lectual, moral, aesthetic and spiritual capacities. The university is a 
privileged place that offers far more comprehensive opportunities 
than simply providing scientific knowledge or a universal culture, 
creating or advocating knowledge. In this context, the university 
should prioritise the development of Man who is still a work in 
progress. This approach needs to be about a dynamic process that 
avoids stagnation as it seeks to track the changes that are occurring 
in Man and his environment.

Life at university provides learning and experiences that go 
far beyond the confines of the department. It gives insights into 
a universe much larger than just one specific area and allows one 
to incorporate trends and knowledge that arise in other fields of 
learning. OT has lived this reality in Brazil, adding to its framework 
new technologies, methodologies and ways of understanding society 
that have informed the care practices within the profession and 
thereby enabled its evolution.

Physical spaces
The large increase in the number of undergraduate programmes 
created in the last decade is a result of the new demands of the 
modern world. Public policies also contributed to this growth. Dur-

Period Public 
Institutions

Private 
Institutions

Total

1958-1978 04 04 08

1980-1986 01 06 07

1996-1999 01 08 09

2000-2003 03 08 11

2004- 2011 11 29 40

1958-2011 20 55 75

Table 1: Number of OT undergraduate programmes 
since 1958

With this expansion in the number of undergraduate pro-
grammes, the most immediate consequence was a growth in the 
number of occupational therapists in the country. For example, 
in 2004, the number of OTs in Brazil was 7025 and in 2011, the 
number rose to 13536 occupational therapists in the country13. The 
largest concentration of occupational therapists was in the State of 
São Paulo, which has approximately one third of these practitioners 
(4957)14. This is explained not so much by the size of that State (with 
around nineteen million inhabitants) but mainly by its economic, 
social and cultural position. Therefore, São Paulo is the richest state 
in the country, with a concentration of income and employment 
opportunities not seen in any other state in the country.

The greatest number of undergraduate programmes is in the 
Southeast region which has 43 programmes, followed by the 
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Technology, Physical and Expressive Activities, etc.)12.
In the mid-2000s, the Brazilian federal government created 

a series of programmes to encourage the expansion of higher 
education in Brazil. They built new federal universities in regions 
where before there had been little opportunity for higher education 
whilst increasing the number of places in those that already existed. 
These initiatives contributed to an increase in OT undergraduate 
programmes in the country funded by the government. Despite 
all these efforts, there remains a concentration of universities in 
the Southeast, because of the established conditions of wealth, 
culture and the presence of skilled human resources working in 
higher education.

Out of the laboratories used for teaching (such as the traditional 
ones eg activities of daily living, physical and expressive activities 
and kinesiology), the one that drew attention was the assistive 
technology laboratory, which only began to appear in the middle of 
the first decade of the 2000s. In spite of this, the education in this 
area in the undergraduate programmes still appears to remain poor. 

At the end of the 2000s, encouraged by policies of inclusion, 
technological advances and through the advantages that became 
available with imports enabled by the arrival of the internet, this 
area showed significant growth and its lecturing laboratories reflect 
these developments, both in the materials and equipment used and 
also in the content of its related disciplines15.

Such considerations also apply to research laboratories in gen-
eral, where the researchers working in this area are encouraging the 
modernisation of the laboratories. This has produced very promising 
signs in the development of those students who incorporate the 
exercise of research in their academic careers, something that is 
not always possible during normal curricular activities.

Until 2010, there was no specific OT postgraduate programme 
in Brazil or even in Latin America, which explains why all occupa-
tional therapists up until then did their research in postgraduate 
programmes in other fields of knowledge. The recent implemen-
tation of postgraduate programmes specific to OT in Brazil has 
begun to answer the need for knowledge production at a national 
level that was first noted in the eighties. The first postgraduate 
programme in Brazil for OT was created in 2010, namely Post-
graduate Occupational Therapy Course (PPGTO) by the Federal 
University of São Carlos, São Carlos, São Paulo16. Such evolution 
from the undergraduate to postgraduate is based on the belief that 
all occupational therapists might have an important role in research 
to contribute to the best evidence based practice17.

Regarding lecturers’ offices, there should be a prioritisation of 
space that enables activities which allow concentration and focus 
for the occupants, allowing them to dedicate themselves to their 
studies, prepare lessons and also to supervise their students. Gener-
ally, in private institutions, the offices are areas shared by all of the 
lecturers. These are places for meeting and talking or just passing 
through, lacking private offices in which the lecturers can devote 
themselves to more contemplative and concentrated activities12. 
Those in the public institutions are more private, with offices for 
one to three lecturers and are, therefore, more suitable for their 
purpose.

When there are shared office spaces, activities with students can 
be disrupted. Either the activities with the students are impaired, 
the lecturer disrupts his colleague, or the lecturer must leave his 
office to continue the activity elsewhere.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
This commentary has shown that there was a marked increase 
throughout the last decade in the number and the quality of OT 
educational programmes in Brazil, which consequently increased 
the numbers of occupational therapists in the country, improved 
standards within the profession and brought advances in the field 
of practice.

The growing number of practitioners entering into increasingly 
larger areas of work has given greater social legitimacy to the pro-

Table II: Description of Laboratories
LABORATORY DESCRIPTION

Craft Resources 
and Manual Arts  

These types of laboratories existed on all the 
undergraduate programmes and are generally 
for the exclusive use of the OT departments. 

Physical 
Activities

These spaces are usually scheduled for lessons 
that involved physical and therapeutic resources 
and psychomotricity. 

Activity of Daily 
Living - ADL

In recent years, undergraduate programmes in 
OT have devoted more individual attention to 
this kind of lab. Since 2000, ADL lab spaces have 
begun to be seen on almost all undergraduate 
programmes. Often taking the form of a house, 
there are also laboratories where spaces are 
adapted and creatively arranged in the shape 
of an amphitheater. Between 2003 and 2005 it 
was common for this space to be shared with 
the laboratory for Prosthetics, Orthotics and 
Assistive Technology, which also began to appear 
as a structured laboratory on undergraduate 
programmes.

Assistive 
Technology

In 2004 these laboratories were still infrequent 
and poorly equipped. In general, a laboratory 
was limited to being a small room containing 
a few wheelchairs and some adapted 
materials, and was visibly a new acquisition. 
Such laboratories are currently acquiring 
technological innovations and resources 
to support practical classes. This space is 
still commonly shared with Prosthetics and 
Orthotics.

Kinesiology  In the majority of cases, Kinesiology laboratories 
are shared with Physiotherapy undergraduate 
programmes, with the laboratories 
frequently being owned by the Physiotherapy 
undergraduate programme and loaned to the 
OT programme.

Community 
Assistance

The structure of these programmes, in general, 
involves a clinical school unit for the practical 
activities of students and services for the local 
and regional community, combining lecturing 
with community outreach projects. Although 
the physical spaces of these laboratories is 
showing significant progress, with spaces 
designed specifically for this purpose, the same 
quality in equipment is not yet seen on all 
programmes and the vast majorities are below 
the desired modern levels.
Another alternative widely used by institutions is 
offering practical activities through services that 
already exist within the community (schools, 
clinics, hospitals, businesses, etc.). In 2011 this 
situation began to change with multidisciplinary 
clinical schools and with better resources for 
care.

Research The need for knowledge production in the field 
made research an activity that occupational 
therapists sought to develop. Programmes in 
public institutions (state and federal) began to 
have research labs, which were used not only 
by lecturers but also by their undergraduate, 
Masters and PhD students. This is becoming 
more common on programmes throughout the 
country

ing the 2000s, the creation of new undergraduate programmes took 
place primarily in private institutions which equipped their depart-
ments well with resources and facilities, especially laboratories for 
lecturing therapeutic resources (Activities of Daily Living, Assistive 
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fession, which is now much more highly regarded by the Brazilian 
population. There is no doubt that a national presence and influ-
ence, even if it is still growing, is beneficial for the dissemination 
of the profession.

This description paper gathered information about the distri-
bution of undergraduate programmes in the country and showed 
their impressive increasing numbers.

Regarding lecturing laboratories and research, there are strik-
ing differences depending more or less on the structure of the 
undergraduate programmes.

Following on from this, a diagnosis of the situation in higher 
education institutes also implies identifying the paths and processes 
that have led to the development of a new professional profile for 
the occupational therapist. This is a crucial moment in the history 
of OT in Brazil, marked by a territorial expansion in the number 
of undergraduate programmes and also with the first postgradu-
ate course.

The advances made in the last decade with respect to institu-
tions that offer undergraduate programmes in OT must be recog-
nised and celebrated. The diversity within the present situation, 
with differences in the type of institution, region of the country, 
levels of productivity and opportunities for postgraduate education 
is a source for reflection and consideration that could help each 
undergraduate programme to forge its own path thus creating effec-
tive approaches for the implementation of measures that promote 
occupational therapist education throughout the whole of Brazil 
and not just in privileged regions.

Modern society needs to bring the needs for new skills and 
education. It is not only undergraduate programmes that need to 
be attentive to the new demands of society, but also academics, 
who must constantly revise and update their knowledge and ensure 
that they are able to meet the needs of this “new society”.

For recommendations, we agree with Galheigo18 who accurately 
states in her article entitled “What needs to be done? Occupational 
therapy responsibilities and challenges regarding human rights”, 
based on her experiences from South Africa, Brazil and Chile, where 
she discusses the importance of across the board dialogue of oc-
cupational therapists: “Occupational therapy will celebrate its first 
century as a profession. In the complex societies we live in today, 
there is a call for interconnectedness, which is operated through 
networks and a cross-bordering dialogue”18:65.

Thus, we believe the major challenges for Brazilian OT today 
is to establish itself in a position from where it can contribute to 
the great transformations of the contemporary world, whilst at 
the same time constantly revising and updating its practices to en-
able it to pre-empt the needs, predict solutions and meet the new 
demands of global world society.
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