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ABSTRACT
Background

Leadership education is increasingly recognised as essential for preparing healthcare students
to navigate complexity and drive change. Yet practice-based learning (placements) focusing on
leadership in the Allied Health Professions remain underexplored and are often perceived as
less relevant than those in clinical settings. This article presents a reflective account from a
mature physiotherapy student from a minoritised ethnic background, whose cultural
upbringing initially positioned education and leadership as inaccessible.

Method

The student undertook a six-week leadership focussed placement during her second year of
study. Entering with apprehension and uncertainty about its value, she engaged in structured
activities including weekly presentations designed to reflect on learning from the previous
weeks and to discuss progress on the placement’s central project.

Results

Drawing on personal experiences of navigating cultural and gender norms, the placement
provided opportunities for significant personal and professional growth, including increased
confidence, resilience, and the development of transferable skills in communication, digital
literacy, and teamworking. It enabled the student to challenge internalised limitations shaped
by cultural expectations and to recognise leadership as an integral aspect of physiotherapy
practice. The impact of this leadership journey was demonstrated through a university
leadership award and the opportunity to influence others via a national online presentation for
the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy (CSP).

Conclusion

This account illustrates how leadership focussed placements can be transformative by fostering
inclusion, self-belief, and professional adaptability. These placements align with workforce
transformation goals and highlight the need to embed leadership as a core component of
healthcare education.



INTRODUCTION

During my second year of physiotherapy studies, the thought of undertaking a leadership
placement filled me with apprehension, as | struggled to imagine how it could align with my
clinical aspirations. Unlike the clinical placements | was accustomed to, this experience was
entirely different, leaving me in a state of confusion as to what it entailed. Harris,[1] who also
completed a leadership placement during her physiotherapy degree, experienced a similar
sense of uncertainty. | lacked prior knowledge of the placement's expectations or how it would
contribute to my education and growth and the initial introduction only added to my perplexity.
Little did | know that these six weeks would turn out to be an eye-opening journey that would
challenge and transform my perspective on leadership and its significance in the field of
physiotherapy.

Northouse [2] suggests that leadership involves leading a group towards a goal, and Lussier [3]
defines it as an influencing process that aids leaders and followers in achieving goals through
transformative change. Leadership placements are structured to promote self-discovery and
improve communication skills within a team setting while also delving deeper into our
personalities through techniques like interviews [4].

At the age of 48 working towards earning a degree to become a certified physiotherapist
marked a milestone in my life’s journey - one that | cherish deeply. Coming from a household in
the 1980s when it was rare for women to pursue education added an extra layer of significance
to my personal story. Upon completing my schooling years, | faced limitations in pursuing
education due to cultural norms that dictated girls should focus on domestic skills [5] such as
cooking and housekeeping. The responsibilities given to us and the idea of challenging these
traditions felt quite revolutionary.

CULTURAL NORMS

Growing up as the first generation of immigrant parents meant that these gender roles were a
part of our community life. In our household setup my mother took charge of running the
household and all its responsibilities. This arrangement, as pointed out by Wang [6], illustrates
a household where men usually have the main leadership role in South Asian family structures,
often being seen as the primary breadwinners for the family. Women often find themselves in a
more secondary role where they mainly handle household tasks, raising children and caregiving
responsibilities. This pattern is supported by a similar study by Heath et al [7].

As we were growing up, the primary aim for the girls was ingrained in us as homemakers,
centered around tasks like cooking and cleaning. Our parents, who followed the authoritarian
parenting approach, [8] viewed pursuing opportunities outside the home and having career
ambitions as unattainable goals. | don't hold them accountable for this mindset; they were
simply conforming to the standards of that period when only a few children pursued further
education. During my school days, | was known for being shy and quiet. Teachers often



remarked on my lack of participation in class discussions and activities, which made me doubt
my abilities to excel in areas outside of the home. The personality characteristics | developed in
my childhood are aligned with a study by Tripathi [9]. Despite these obstacles and the influence
of my upbringing that emphasised self-doubt and inadequacy at times, | held onto a glimmer of
ambition that kept me going and eventually led me to pursue education and a career in
physiotherapy.

After getting married at 19 and earning a qualification in beauty therapy, | took a leap of faith
and became a mobile Asian bridal makeup artist, a career | believed | could excel in. For the
next decade, | dedicated myself to creating beautiful bridal looks, bringing joy to countless
brides. Despite my success and satisfaction, my drive for personal growth and new challenges
remained. That spark was reignited when | began going to the local gym, leading to the next
exciting chapter of my journey.

DISCOVERING MY PASSION

Attending aerobic classes inspired me to take a course in 2004, earning a qualification in
Exercise to Music, and | started teaching exercise classes. However, my fitness career faced
challenges, particularly scepticism from my community and family, who saw it as unsuitable for
a "good" Muslim girl. A study by Lawton et al. [10], found that many Asian women viewed
exercising as ‘selfish’ and culturally inappropriate, especially after marriage, when women were
expected to focus on household duties. Realising my role as an Asian female exercise instructor
was perceived this way made me feel like | was challenging cultural norms. | had no role models
from my background, which made me feel as though | was breaking barriers to inspire change.
This struggle was compounded by deeply ingrained South Asian values like family loyalty and
self-sacrifice, as noted by Ahmed [11]. Despite the difficult conversations and judgments, |
faced, my passion and conviction in what | was doing kept me focused on my path. It was a
journey of resilience, trying to balance tradition with my own aspirations.

The turning point came when | introduced a senior ladies-only chair exercise class to my
community. These sessions, proven to improve mobility, muscle strength, and reduce fall risk
[12], were designed to motivate older women to be active and manage age-related conditions
like diabetes, arthritis, and cardiovascular issues [13]. According to White's 2021 research,
reported by the Office for National Statistics (ONS), individuals of South Asian descent face a
significantly higher risk of diabetes compared to the broader UK population [14].

Despite facing resistance - mainly due to cultural disapproval of music and movement in
exercise [15], | persisted. Over time, more women experienced the benefits, perceptions began
to shift, and the class gained acceptance. It was a rewarding reminder of the power of
persistence to create change, even when faced with strong opposition.

Driven by my love for fitness | pursued certifications and training programs, (Zumba, Aqua
aerobics to name a few) which enabled me to reach a wider audience and continue teaching



fitness classes throughout Sheffield. The certifications were not only for enhancing my abilities;
they were also aimed at creating a beneficial influence for others as well. It turned into a
process of education and development driven by the conviction that physical fitness and overall
wellness play a crucial role in a satisfying life - an idea underscored by the World Health
Organization (WHO) [16]. My commitment to personal growth and my dedication to
empowering with a growing sense of purpose and a determination to fulfill my potential, led
me to make a pivotal decision. | recognised that there was more to accomplish, a deeper calling
that | couldn't ignore. While | cherished my role in the fitness industry and the positive impact |
had on people's lives, | knew that | had more to offer.

FILLING THE VOID

For 17 years | devoted myself to a field | loved deeply and found joy in helping others improve
their health and well-being - it was truly fulfilling work for me. However, | began to sense a void
within me that demanded my attention. It was as if there was a level of contentment waiting to
be unearthed beyond my professional achievements. My experiences had been rewarding but
mostly centered around external aspects of well-being. That moment of insight pushed me to
set out on a journey to delve into and grasp the depths of meaning and satisfaction that | felt
might solve the mystery of my existence. With a growing sense of purpose, | made a pivotal
decision to make an application to study a BSc in Physiotherapy at Sheffield Hallam University. |
felt a profound desire to take my commitment to helping others with their health and well-
being to a higher level.

After several attempts, | finally secured a place at Hallam University, an achievement that
brought equal parts excitement and dread. While the prospect of university thrilled me, it also
triggered a flood of doubts. Would | manage the challenges of university life? Was | too old?
Could I afford it? Van Rihjn [17] notes that mature students often face barriers like finances,
time management, and adapting to education later in life. My anxiety grew so much that | even
considered deferring my place out of fear, overwhelmed by the uncertainties ahead.

PRACTISE-BASED LEADERSHIP PLACEMENT

It was the year 2020, and the world was grappling with the challenges posed by the COVID-19
pandemic. Despite the unprecedented circumstances, | managed to successfully navigate my
way through the first year of university. As the end of my second year, | was met with the
impending prospect of a leadership placement. Little did | know that this placement, initially
met with confusion and apprehension, would ultimately become a defining moment in my path
towards realising my dreams and making a lasting impact in my life.

As the first week of this placement unfolded, my sense of dread began to engulf me. |

discovered that a crucial element of the placement involved preparing and delivering weekly
PowerPoint presentations, which provided an opportunity to reflect and discuss progress on
the placement’s central project. This was a task that pushed me beyond my boundaries. The



idea of standing in front of an audience and delivering a presentation was completely foreign to
me and brought about feelings of fear and apprehension that | had never experienced before.
The persistent echoes of traditional expectations and the unsettling emotions | was feeling, due
to having to do something completely out of my comfort zone, made this challenge even more
formidable. | truly felt this challenge was, unlike any other | had encountered before and
struggled with feelings of inadequacy known as impostor syndrome — a concept famously
discussed by Clance [18].

As | was raised with the belief that a woman’s primary role should be that of a wife and mother,
having followed norms that heavily stressed obedience and submission to societal expectations,
as indicated by Wang [5], any inclination to deviate from this path was consistently met with
admonitions during my upbringing. This had a profound impact on my sense of self-esteem by
instilling in me the notion that my worth was intrinsically linked to conforming to the duties
expected from a responsible wife and daughter. Success in my community was about fitting
into roles; anything else like education or getting a job was considered a failure [19]. These rigid
standards limited my options, filled me with fear and uncertainty, about what | could
accomplish. So, when | took on a leadership role and encountered obstacles along the way, my
anxiety spiked at the idea of not passing the placement.

Luckily, my educator demonstrated remarkable support and empathy considering my
challenges with confidence in presenting and was consistently available whenever | required
her guidance. Her words filled me with a belief | hadn't previously imagined, as she exhibited a
natural transformational leadership style, as discussed by Bass [20]. | will forever be thankful
for the continuous encouragement she offered throughout the six weeks, which significantly
contributed to the growth of my confidence during this period.

The remaining tasks of the placement involved conducting interviews with educators, students,
and collaborating with my colleagues to contribute to the development of an expanding
leadership and education website. This website was envisioned as a valuable resource for
guiding future cohorts of students undertaking their leadership placements. My confidence and
self-assurance developed throughout the duration of the 6 weeks, and | completed the
placement, receiving exceptional final feedback!

GROWTH AND RECOGNITION

Throughout the placement, | underwent remarkable personal growth as a leader. Facing various
challenges and opportunities, my confidence and self-belief experienced a substantial,
transformative shift. | recognised that leadership went beyond titles and positions; it entailed a
dedication to positively impacting individuals and the broader community. This transformation
marked a pivotal point in my journey. During the placement, we transitioned to a hybrid work
model, seamlessly blending in-person and remote work, resulting in increased flexibility,



productivity, and the acquisition of transferable skills. Research showed students reported
notable improvements in communication, digital literacy, and time management skills, all
relevant to clinical practice [21]. This adaptation aligns with the AHP Strategy for England,
emphasising the importance of healthcare professionals proficiently using technology for high-
quality care delivery, especially considering the heightened significance during the pandemic
[22]. The strategy advocates for equipping Allied Health Professionals with vital skills upon
qualification, highlighting the value of a leadership placement in achieving this goal.

The skills | developed during my leadership placement have had a significant impact on my
physiotherapy practice and align closely with the Health Care Professional Council’s (HCPC)
emphasis on delivering safe, effective, and patient-centered care [23]. For example, my
enhanced verbal communication and active listening enabled me to clarify treatment plans for
patients and work collaboratively with healthcare professionals. The skills involved in managing
a team and taking responsibility for decision-making helped me build confidence in leading
patient care, ensuring everyone’s goals were aligned with the patients. Because my experience
in running a business and community programmes provided a solid foundation for these skills, |
was able to juggle responsibilities, organise tasks effectively and inspire people to remain
committed to their healing journeys. The leadership placement further solidified these abilities
and underscored their significance in delivering quality physiotherapy services.

The icing on the cake for me was the distinct honour of receiving the Sheffield Hallam Award for
the Most Inspirational Student of the year! An achievement that will forever remain etched in
my memory. Thanks to the invaluable support | received from my educator, | had the privilege
of being invited to deliver a presentation for the CSP (The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy
2023) [24]. This presentation focused on sharing my experiences during my leadership
placement and was part of a webinar that highlighted the journeys of both educators and their
students [25]. The reception was incredibly positive, and this opportunity propelled my
confidence to an entirely new level.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Initially, | did not view the leadership placement as an opportunity for learning and growth, as |
believed only clinical settings were crucial for my development. However, | soon discovered my
misconception as this experience was exceptionally enriching and transformative. It unveiled
hidden talents within me that | was unaware of. It pushed me to think on my feet, find solutions
efficiently, and connect with others in ways that encouraged and motivated them. Above all, |
learned that true leadership goes beyond titles and roles - it's about stepping up to make a
difference and instigate change in any situation. To all aspiring students looking into leadership
roles, | highly recommend embracing the chance when it comes your way. Venturing out of my
comfort zone helped me develop personally and career-wise; | acquired skills that will influence
my path as a physiotherapist and how | approach obstacles in various aspects of life. This
opportunity presents an avenue to explore your capabilities and have an impact. Do not
undervalue its significance!



As Sharma [26] puts it, “Leadership is not a popularity contest; it’s about leaving your ego at the
door. The name of the game is to lead without a title.”

Thank you for reading.
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