Occupational Therapy Services in the School Setting
In the educational setting, occupational therapy uses activities and adaptations to facilitate the student’s independent function and decrease the effects of the handicapping condition on the student’s ability to participate in the educational process.  Occupational therapy in a school setting is designed to assist the development of underlying skills that are necessary for academic learning, self-help and vocational skills.  As a consequence, a specific occupational therapy program will coordinate with the classroom program and will be based on individual student needs identified by the school staff that work with the child, as well as needs identified by the assessing specialist. 

Eligibility Criteria for Occupational Therapy in the School Setting
The Ecological Model of Student Performance (EMSP) was developed as a philosophical framework for both the assessment of student function and services provision within the educational environment.  Elements of this functional model are founded on constructs in the practice of occupational and physical therapy, and contributions of scholars from developmental psychology and anthropology, federal laws and California Education Code.  The primary assumption within the EMSP is that ecology of student performance, or the interaction between a student, the curriculum, and the environment affects student performance and that performance cannot be understood out of context.  This position can be found in the publication from California Department of Education, Guidelines for Occupational Therapy and Physical Therapy in California Public Schools (1996).

A student might benefit from occupational therapy if she/he is having significant difficulties in classroom performance as impacted by curriculum, educational environment, and abilities.  Simply having needs in the areas of sensory or motor skills does not mean a student needs occupational therapy.  All teachers can identify and assist students who have special needs in the sensory or motor skills.  Most students with needs in these areas can and should be served by their teachers and other district support staff.  

There are a few students whose needs are so significant and unique that the classroom teacher cannot serve them.  These students may need the services of an occupational therapist.  Neither state nor federal law sets aside distinct eligibility criteria for educationally based occupational therapy services.  
In order to receive occupational therapy, a student must first be eligible for special education or qualify under Section 504 of ADA/Title II.  All the requirements for eligibility must be met.  Within this framework, both the American Occupational Therapy Association and federal legislation focus on “improvement of functioning” and not serving goals beyond the capacities of the individual.  Identified needs in the areas of sensory-motor skills, special physical adaptations, or similar areas that are interfering with the student’s educational performance and which cannot be met by the regular or special education teacher or other specialist may require school based occupational therapy.  

Adapted from Ventura County SELPA, Educational Occupational Therapy Service Guidelines, (2002).      
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