OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY EVALUATIONS:  TOP TIPS 
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Top tips for conducting OT evaluations…          
1. Distribute, collect and review OT Teacher Report before evaluation day.  Interview teacher briefly as needed regarding issues identified on the report.  

2. Assemble an evaluation kit prior to evaluation day with testing materials that you will need.  One therapist suggested keeping these items in an actual tool box.  Items may include:

a. Piggy bank or film canisters with coins to test in hand manipulation

b. School age books to test reading and visual motor skills (can be used to check for saccadic function)

c. Colored blocks to test ability to copy designs in 3 dimensions and follow directions

d. Beads and string for lacing to test pincer grasp and bilateral coordination

e. Scissors to test cutting skills and scissor grasp

f. Pencils, pens, crayons for various writing tasks, along with pencil grips / adaptive writing tools

g. Dressing materials to test management of clothing fasteners

h. Tools, such as ruler, calculator, paper clip, stapler, pencil sharpener, hole puncher, glue

i. Balls (large and small) to test coordination and praxis

j. Colored pencil / eraser tips to test tracking, saccades and convergence

k. Rapper snapper or other toys to manage / engage the inattentive or difficult student

l. A packet of all necessary paperwork such as Checklist for Conducting OT Evaluations, blank paper, lined paper, handouts with shapes for cutting and following directions, etc…

m. Testing materials as needed including VMI, SFA, SPM, COSA, etc…

n. Small targets for oculomotor assessment, e.g. pencils with colored push pin atop eraser

o. Multi-step worksheets to test ability to follow multi-step directions

3. Observe the student in various natural settings within the school such as classroom, lunchroom, gym and other natural settings.  Also, observe student during transitions.

4. Observe the natural environment to see if there are opportunities for testing student’s skills, e.g. a keyboard in the classroom, a heavy door to open for testing upper body strength, wall signs for testing saccades or far point copy, bathroom for washing hands.

5. Consider staying in the classroom, and having teacher present a class activity that demonstrates various skills (e.g. art project).   Another strategy is to work with the student in a small group within the classroom to evaluate specific skills.
6. Use a child size desk and modify the environment to set up optimal seating / positioning for writing.
7. Choose the preferred order of evaluation tasks: e.g. fine motor, writing, visual motor, gross motor, ADLs, classroom observation, etc...  If child is difficult, you may want to alternate brief work periods with movement breaks.  Use activities that the child finds enjoyable.
Top tips for time management when conducting and writing evaluations …
1. Group student you are evaluating with a student on your caseload with a group mandate.  Have both students perform an activity that can be used to assess student’s skills for evaluation.

2. Have an evaluation “kit” ready, with all necessary forms printed in advance (e.g. OT Teacher Report, OT Checklist for Conducting Evaluation and other assessment tools) for use during evaluation.

3. Be mindful of due date / set a time frame for yourself.  

4. If you are unfamiliar with a particular assessment tool that you plan to use, practice administering before the actual evaluation.

5. Conduct or write portions of evaluation during small blocks of available time in your schedule. You can spend 15 minutes passing out OT Teacher Reports, observing student in different areas of the school or conducting a brief assessment with the student.  The evaluation does not need to occur in one large block of time.
6. Check with your school assessment team on a regular basis to find out about upcoming OT evaluations that need to be scheduled.  The team has 60 days from the day a case is opened until the compliance date to complete all evaluations.  The team should know about these cases well in advance, and should be able to give you reasonable notice.

7. Use a write-up from another student as a template for the child you are currently evaluating.  Be sure you personalize the new report to your current student, to reflect all information accurately.  Over time, you may develop templates for different types of students (e.g. ADHD, speech / language impairment)
Top tips for making decisions when you are “on the fence” about whether or not to recommend services...
1. Is there a disabling condition?  If uncertain about disability classification, check with psychologist to find out if there is a decision pending about student’s disability.  
2. Academic performance.  If student is performing at grade level, what is the impeding factor?  There must be one or more areas in which there is significant interference with function / participation.

3. Is there a disparity between skills? (e.g. good reading but poor writing)  This may prompt you to make a recommendation for services to address the underlying causes.
4. Comparison to peers.  Is student functioning below peers? If student is functioning below age expectation, but at the same level as classmates, OT may not be required.
5. Refer to pre-referral strategies and response to intervention.  Has student made progress as a result of these strategies?  If they are already making steady progress in the least restrictive environment, OT may not be required.
6. Review teacher concerns.  Are these relevant to OT?

7. Consider other services and frequency / duration of services.  Avoid duplication of services when skills are being addressed within their primary educational program or by other providers. 
8. If uncertain about whether to recommend OT services, mull it over / talk to a colleague.

9. If there are factors that make it difficult to get a clear picture of the student’s need for OT, consider not recommending OT at the present time, but suggesting a re-evaluation at a later date. 
10. If you are concerned about a student, but cannot think of a goal to work on, that student is not an OT candidate.

11. Wait until the educational planning conference and ask the team for their input.  What are their thoughts about whether or not OT might be an appropriate service?
Top tips for teasing out attention / behavior / sensory issues… 
1. Observe student in various school environments.

2. Compare evaluation behaviors to teacher report / observed class behaviors.

3. Review parent checklist for listed sensory issues.

4. Administer the SPM / Sensory Profile / Ayres Clinical Observation; compare home and school issues.

5. Review psychology report, diagnosis, disability

6. Consult with other service providers.
7. Interview the student about why they are behaving a certain way.  Student may be able to identify triggers such as loud noises or visual distractions which may point to sensory issues.
8. Identify triggers to behaviors.  Can student’s behavior be changed with rewards?  Students with sensory concerns frequently cannot modify their behavior for rewards because it out of their control.
9. Administer Motivation Assessment Scale or a Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA).  This can help to identify the triggers that lead to a given behavior and the reason the behavior occurs.
10. Regardless of the underlying reasons for student’s difficulties, the student will need strategies and modifications for better function.  Sensory interventions often work for students with attention, behavior or sensory concerns.
11. Have student try touching various things to determine whether they are sensitive to textures.
12. Recommend consultative model when appropriate, as interventions for sensory, attention and behavior issues are generally best addressed in the classroom.  
13. Consider recommending a Behavior Intervention Plan, counseling, self regulation strategies, classroom modification, when appropriate. 
Top assessment activities for management of classroom tools and materials … 
1. Administer appropriate assessments, such as Berry’s “Give Yourself a Hand,” “Benbow’s Observation of Hand Skills,” and portions of the Peabody Developmental Motor Skills (for pre K, K), AMPS, SFA.

2. To assess in hand manipulation skills, ask student to perform pencil walking with fingers, shifting up and down shaft of pencil.  Have student rotate pencil from writing position to erasing position.

3. Manipulate / translate one coin at a time from palm to fingertips in order to drop it into a piggy bank.
4. To assess scissor skills, cut out a sheet with pre-formed or dashed shapes, grading activity from simple (straight line) to more complex geometric shapes.

5. To assess tone / strength, administer manual muscle testing.  In addition, have student squeeze bubble wrap, open a door, open / close snaps, use a hole puncher or a stapler.  
6. For proximal shoulder stability, have student perform wheelbarrow walking, weight bearing on hands.

7. Ask student to use a ruler to draw a 5 inch line or a square.  Have student use compass, protractor and other school based tools.
8. Have student perform a typical school project that incorporates several steps, such as to cut and paste a simple shape, using scissors and glue.
9. To assess bilateral coordination, have student sharpen a pencil using a hand held sharpener, string small beads, tie shoelaces and perform lacing tasks.

10. If grasp is an issue, try assorted pencil grips to determine whether a particular type of grip helps the student perform writing tasks in a more functional or comfortable manner.
11. Assess student’s method of keyboarding and knowledge of the keyboard.

Top assessment activities for visual motor skills … 
1. Utilize appropriate assessment tools for visual perceptual / visual motor skills such as Beery VMI, DTVP, WRAVMA, Detroit, WOLD Sentence Copy, WOLD Digit Symbol, WOLD Visuo-Motor Tests.
2. Have student toss and catch a ball to assess eye movements and accuracy.  

3. Assess ocular motor skills by placing colorful push pins or characters at end of two pencils.  To assess saccades, have student track push pins from left to right, as evaluator calls out “red” and “blue,” cueing student to move eyes from side to side. 

4. To assess functional eye movement during reading tasks, have student read a passage or letters held up at eye level directly in front of you, so you can watch their eyes move as they are reading.

5. Assess writing by asking student to write an age appropriate passage, look at student’s notebooks, writing folders and the walls in the classroom for work samples.  Try using different types of age appropriate paper and writing utensils to determine whether modifications improve student’s performance.
6. When asking student to copy near or far point, try to create an activity that mimics real classroom tasks, e.g. copying a homework assignment off the blackboard.
7. Assess keyboarding / word processing skills when appropriate.
8. Ask student to find a word in a children’s dictionary.  Student should be asked to turn to a particular page, find the word and read aloud the definition.  Check whether student is able to turn pages at an adequate pace, find the word quickly and read fluidly.  
Top tips for writing your report … 
1. Take thorough notes.  Keep work samples.
2. Cut and paste from other reports when appropriate.  Be certain to revise and edit to make report personalized to your student. 
3. On your flash drive, group reports by “type” of student / concern / grade.
4. Check for typos / edit for grammar.
5. Review findings with teacher, psychologist, etc. before write up.
6. Be certain that all concerns are addressed within the report.
7. Tease out why a student is having particular difficulties to give insight and strategies that can support student’s function.  

8. Our report serves to promote better understanding of why a student may be struggling.  This is our opportunity to advocate for the student by providing insight and appropriate recommendations / suggestions.
9. Use lay terminology that is easily understood by all team members, including parents, teachers, etc…Clinical terms should be defined in simple language.  Assessment tools should be described to help readers understand test results.
10. Save the report in multiple locations and send to appropriate recipients.
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