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Occupational Therapy Schools Requirements: What You Need to Know Before
Applying

Occupational therapy schools requirements are a crucial starting point for
anyone interested in pursuing a career in this rewarding healthcare field.
Occupational therapy (OT) is all about helping individuals regain or improve
their ability to perform daily activities, whether due to injury, illness, or
disability. If you’re passionate about making a difference and want to
understand what it takes to get into occupational therapy programs, this
guide will walk you through the essential academic, experiential, and
personal prerequisites. Along the way, you’ll also pick up tips on preparing
a strong application and navigating the admissions process with confidence.

Understanding the Basics: What Are Occupational
Therapy Schools Looking For?

Before diving into specific requirements, it’s important to grasp the
qualities and qualifications occupational therapy schools prioritize. These
programs aim to train compassionate, skilled, and knowledgeable practitioners
who can thrive in multidisciplinary healthcare settings. Therefore,
admissions committees typically seek candidates who demonstrate:

- Strong academic performance, especially in science and health-related
courses
- Relevant hands-on experience with patients or vulnerable populations
- Clear understanding of the profession and its challenges
- Excellent communication and interpersonal skills
- Commitment to lifelong learning and professional growth

With this foundation in mind, let’s break down the typical occupational
therapy schools requirements you’ll encounter.

Academic Prerequisites: Coursework and Degree
Expectations

One of the first hurdles to clear when applying to occupational therapy
programs is meeting the academic criteria. Most accredited OT schools require
applicants to have completed a bachelor’s degree before admission, although
some offer combined bachelor’s and master’s tracks.



Essential Coursework

Programs often mandate specific prerequisite courses to ensure you have a
solid foundation in relevant subjects. While these can vary slightly between
schools, common required classes include:

Biology (with lab)

Anatomy and Physiology

Chemistry

Psychology (general and developmental)

Sociology or Anthropology

Statistics or Research Methods

These courses help prepare you for the rigorous study of human function,
behavior, and therapeutic interventions that occupational therapy demands.
It’s advisable to maintain a strong GPA in these areas, as competitive
programs often look for at least a 3.0 cumulative GPA, with higher averages
improving your chances.

Standardized Tests and Academic Records

Unlike some healthcare fields, occupational therapy schools generally do not
require the GRE (Graduate Record Examination), though a few programs might.
Always check individual school requirements. Your undergraduate transcripts
will play a significant role in the admissions process, so it’s wise to
ensure all prerequisite courses are completed before applying.

Gaining Practical Experience: Why It Matters
and How to Get It

Hands-on exposure to occupational therapy settings is often a pivotal part of
occupational therapy schools requirements. Admissions committees want to see
that applicants not only understand the profession intellectually but have
also experienced its realities firsthand.



Types of Relevant Experience

There are several ways to accumulate meaningful experience, such as:

Volunteering or working as a therapy aide in hospitals, rehabilitation
centers, or nursing homes

Shadowing licensed occupational therapists to observe daily
responsibilities

Participating in community programs focused on individuals with
disabilities

Engaging in research projects related to occupational therapy or
healthcare

Each program will have its own minimum hour requirements, but a general
guideline is to aim for at least 40 to 100 hours of documented experience.
This not only strengthens your application but also helps confirm your
passion and fit for the profession.

How to Document and Present Experience

When applying, you’ll often need letters of recommendation or verification
forms from supervisors who can attest to your skills and dedication. Keeping
a detailed log of your hours, responsibilities, and reflections can make this
process smoother and add depth to your personal statement.

Personal Attributes and Application Components

Beyond academics and experience, occupational therapy schools requirements
also emphasize personal qualities and communication skills. Your application
typically includes several components that showcase these aspects.

Personal Statement and Essays

This is your opportunity to narrate your journey, motivations, and
understanding of occupational therapy. Admissions committees look for
authenticity, clarity, and insight. Be sure to highlight:

- What inspired your interest in occupational therapy
- How your experiences have prepared you for graduate study



- Your career goals and commitment to helping others

Letters of Recommendation

Strong recommendations from professors, occupational therapists, or
supervisors provide external validation of your abilities and character.
Choose individuals who know you well and can speak specifically about your
skills, work ethic, and potential as an OT student.

Interviews and Communication Skills

Many occupational therapy programs conduct interviews as part of the
admissions process. This is a chance to demonstrate your interpersonal
skills, professionalism, and passion in person. Practice common interview
questions and be prepared to discuss your experiences and how you handle
challenges.

Additional Requirements and Considerations

Some occupational therapy schools may have other prerequisites or
recommendations that can influence your application.

Background Checks and Health Clearances

Since OT students often work with vulnerable populations, programs may
require criminal background checks, drug screenings, and proof of
immunizations or health screenings prior to clinical placements.

Technical Standards and Physical Abilities

Applicants must typically meet certain technical standards related to
physical and cognitive abilities necessary for safe and effective practice.
This might include the ability to lift or assist patients, communicate
clearly, and perform fine motor tasks.

Accreditation and Program Length

When choosing schools, verify that the program is accredited by the
Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education (ACOTE). Accredited



programs meet national standards and qualify graduates to sit for the
national certification exam. Most programs take about two to three years
post-bachelor’s degree to complete.

Tips for Strengthening Your Occupational
Therapy School Application

Navigating all the occupational therapy schools requirements can feel
overwhelming, but a strategic approach can boost your chances of success.

Start early: Plan your prerequisite courses and gain experience as soon
as possible.

Build relationships: Connect with occupational therapists and professors
who can mentor and recommend you.

Reflect deeply: Use your personal statement to tell a compelling,
genuine story.

Prepare for interviews: Practice articulating your understanding of the
profession and your motivations.

Stay organized: Keep track of deadlines, required documentation, and
application materials.

Embarking on the path to becoming an occupational therapist is both
challenging and fulfilling. Understanding and meeting the occupational
therapy schools requirements is your first step toward joining a profession
dedicated to enhancing lives through meaningful occupation and care.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the general admission requirements for
occupational therapy schools?
Most occupational therapy schools require a bachelor's degree, prerequisite
coursework in subjects like biology and psychology, letters of
recommendation, a personal statement, and sometimes relevant healthcare
experience.



Do occupational therapy schools require the GRE
exam?
Many occupational therapy programs require the GRE (Graduate Record
Examination) as part of their application process, but some schools have
waived this requirement or made it optional, especially after the COVID-19
pandemic.

What prerequisite courses are commonly required for
occupational therapy programs?
Common prerequisite courses include anatomy and physiology, biology,
psychology, statistics, and sometimes sociology or human development.

Is healthcare or volunteer experience necessary for
admission to occupational therapy schools?
Most occupational therapy schools prefer or require applicants to have some
healthcare or volunteer experience related to occupational therapy or working
with individuals with disabilities to demonstrate commitment and
understanding of the field.

What GPA is typically required to get into an
occupational therapy program?
A competitive GPA for occupational therapy programs is generally around 3.0
or higher on a 4.0 scale, although more competitive programs may expect
higher GPAs.

Are there any certification or licensing
requirements before entering occupational therapy
school?
There are no certification or licensing requirements before entering
occupational therapy school; however, after completing the program, graduates
must pass the NBCOT certification exam to become licensed occupational
therapists.

Additional Resources
Occupational Therapy Schools Requirements: Navigating the Path to a Rewarding
Career

occupational therapy schools requirements represent a critical gateway for
aspiring professionals aiming to enter a dynamic healthcare field focused on
helping individuals regain independence and improve quality of life.



Understanding these requirements is essential not only for meeting academic
standards but also for preparing for a career that demands a blend of
scientific knowledge, interpersonal skills, and practical experience. As
occupational therapy continues to evolve and expand, prospective students
must carefully evaluate the educational prerequisites, accreditation
standards, and experiential components that shape their educational journey.

Understanding the Foundation: What Are
Occupational Therapy Schools Requirements?

Occupational therapy schools requirements typically encompass a combination
of academic qualifications, prerequisite coursework, clinical experience, and
standardized testing. These elements ensure that candidates possess the
foundational knowledge and skills necessary to succeed in graduate-level
occupational therapy programs, which are the standard credential for becoming
a licensed occupational therapist.

Generally, applicants must hold a bachelor’s degree, often in a related field
such as psychology, biology, or health sciences. However, the specific
prerequisite courses vary by institution and can include anatomy, physiology,
human development, statistics, and sometimes courses in sociology or ethics.
These prerequisites build a baseline understanding of human biology and
behavior, which is essential for effective therapy.

Academic Prerequisites and GPA Expectations

One of the most consistent requirements across accredited occupational
therapy schools is a minimum undergraduate GPA, often in the range of 3.0 to
3.5. This benchmark reflects the competitive nature of occupational therapy
programs, which attract many applicants due to the profession’s promising job
outlook and meaningful work. Some schools weigh science courses more heavily
in GPA calculations, emphasizing the importance of strong performance in
biology and chemistry.

Additionally, many programs require the completion of specific prerequisite
courses with a minimum grade, typically a “B” or higher. This requirement
ensures that entering students have mastered essential concepts that will be
expanded upon in graduate studies.

Standardized Testing: The Role of the GRE

The Graduate Record Examination (GRE) remains a common component of
occupational therapy school applications. While some schools have shifted
away from mandating GRE scores, many still consider them an important measure



of an applicant’s verbal reasoning, quantitative reasoning, and analytical
writing skills. A competitive GRE score can enhance an application,
particularly when paired with strong academic records and relevant
experience.

It’s important to note that some occupational therapy programs have adopted a
test-optional policy, reflecting broader trends in graduate admissions.
Prospective students should check individual program requirements carefully
to understand whether submitting GRE scores is necessary or advantageous.

Accreditation and Its Impact on Admission
Requirements

Accreditation is a pivotal factor when reviewing occupational therapy schools
requirements. The Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education
(ACOTE) is the primary accrediting body in the United States, setting
rigorous standards for curriculum, faculty qualifications, and clinical
training. Attending an ACOTE-accredited program is essential for eligibility
to sit for the National Board for Certification in Occupational Therapy
(NBCOT) exam, a prerequisite for state licensure.

Program Accreditation and Curriculum Standards

ACOTE accreditation ensures that occupational therapy programs provide
comprehensive education combining theoretical instruction with hands-on
clinical experience. Admission requirements often reflect the standards
required to maintain this accreditation, including minimum academic
qualifications and prerequisite coursework aligned with ACOTE’s curriculum
framework.

Programs accredited by ACOTE typically require applicants to demonstrate a
clear understanding of the profession’s scope through prerequisite courses
and documented observation or volunteer hours in occupational therapy
settings. These experiential requirements help applicants confirm their
interest in the field and provide programs with evidence of commitment.

Clinical Experience: A Crucial Component of
Occupational Therapy Admissions

A distinctive feature of occupational therapy schools requirements is the
emphasis on prior clinical exposure. Many programs mandate a minimum number
of observation or volunteer hours in occupational therapy environments before
admission. This requirement serves multiple purposes: it helps candidates



gain insight into the day-to-day responsibilities of occupational therapists,
fosters informed career decisions, and evidences dedication to the
profession.

Types and Amounts of Clinical Experience Required

The quantity of clinical experience required varies widely but typically
ranges from 20 to 100 hours. Some programs specify direct contact with
clients in diverse settings such as hospitals, rehabilitation centers,
schools, or community health organizations. This diversity ensures applicants
appreciate the broad applications of occupational therapy.

Furthermore, programs may require documentation or a verification form signed
by a licensed occupational therapist, adding a layer of accountability and
authenticity to the experience. This hands-on exposure also helps develop
interpersonal skills and professional behaviors, which are critical in
occupational therapy.

Additional Admission Criteria: Letters of
Recommendation and Personal Statements

In addition to academic and experiential prerequisites, occupational therapy
schools often require letters of recommendation and personal statements.
These components provide insights into an applicant’s character, motivation,
and potential fit within the program.

Letters of Recommendation: Typically, these come from academic
professors, occupational therapy practitioners, or employers who can
attest to the applicant’s abilities, work ethic, and suitability for the
profession.

Personal Statements: Applicants use this platform to articulate their
passion for occupational therapy, reflect on relevant experiences, and
outline career goals. Well-crafted personal statements can distinguish
candidates in a competitive admissions landscape.

Interview Processes and Additional Assessments

Some occupational therapy programs incorporate interviews or additional
assessments as part of their admissions process. Interviews allow faculty to
evaluate interpersonal communication skills, professionalism, and alignment
with the program’s values. This step can be critical in assessing candidates’



readiness for the collaborative and client-centered nature of occupational
therapy.

Comparative Insights: Bachelor’s, Master’s, and
Doctoral Entry Points

An evolving aspect of occupational therapy education is the degree level at
which students enter the profession. Historically, a master’s degree was the
standard entry-level credential. However, there is a growing trend toward
doctoral-level education, known as the Occupational Therapist Doctorate
(OTD).

Bachelor’s Degree Requirements and Transition to
Graduate School

Most occupational therapy programs are at the graduate level, requiring
applicants to complete a bachelor’s degree first. Students interested in
occupational therapy often pursue undergraduate majors in health sciences,
psychology, or biology to meet prerequisites efficiently. Some universities
offer combined or accelerated programs that streamline the path from
undergraduate to graduate-level occupational therapy education.

Master’s vs. Doctoral Programs: Admission
Differences

While admission requirements for master’s and doctoral occupational therapy
programs share many similarities—such as prerequisite coursework and clinical
experience—doctoral programs may have additional expectations. These can
include research experience, higher GPA thresholds, or more extensive
clinical exposure. The OTD curriculum also often emphasizes leadership,
advanced clinical practice, and evidence-based research, reflecting the
profession’s growing complexity.

Geographical and Institutional Variations in
Admission Standards

Occupational therapy schools requirements can vary based on geographical
location and institutional type. For example, public universities may have
different admissions standards compared to private institutions, and
requirements might shift based on regional demand for healthcare
professionals.



Applicants should consider factors such as tuition costs, program length,
faculty expertise, and clinical placement opportunities. Additionally,
international students may face supplementary requirements, including English
proficiency tests like the TOEFL or IELTS.

Online and Hybrid Programs: Emerging Admission
Trends

The rise of online and hybrid occupational therapy programs introduces new
dynamics to admission criteria. While these programs maintain accreditation
standards, they may offer more flexible prerequisites or alternative methods
for fulfilling clinical experience requirements. Nevertheless, the core
academic and experiential qualifications remain stringent to uphold
educational quality.

As the landscape of occupational therapy education adapts to technological
advances and shifting workforce needs, prospective students must stay
informed about evolving admission policies.

Navigating the multifaceted occupational therapy schools requirements demands
careful planning and a holistic approach. From meeting rigorous academic
standards and accumulating meaningful clinical experience to articulating a
clear professional vision, aspiring occupational therapists must prepare
thoroughly to secure a place in competitive programs. This preparation not
only facilitates admission but also lays a strong foundation for a fulfilling
career dedicated to improving lives through therapeutic intervention.
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