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ABSTRACT 

Education and student success are among U.S. citizens’ highest priorities. 

Changes in educational policies have led to academic “push down,” in which children are 

expected to achieve academic milestones in core subjects (reading, writing, and 

mathematics) at younger grades. However, although performance expectations have 

increased, child development sequences and timelines have not changed to support 

expectations. Various solutions, including sensorimotor, educational, and play programs 

have been trialed, but the academic achievement gap continues to grow. Successful 

programs include opportunities to develop foundational sensorimotor skills, follow 

developmental sequence, align with curriculum, and use aspects of a child-driven play-

based approach to learning.  

In response to the need to better prepare students for meeting academic 

expectations, the Play2Learn (P2L) program was developed based on previous evidence. 

The program’s premise is to use play as a learning tool with an educational approach to 

promote student academic success. The P2L is a 6-week program (six educational 

modules) for occupational therapy practitioners and teachers. Each module includes 50- 
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minute interactive lectures, expert mentoring, and practical application. Topics include 

defining play and its benefits, risk factors of play, strategies and justification for play in 

the classroom, how to be playful with students, and application of play strategies. With 

this program, teachers will confidently and effectively use play in the classroom setting to 

promote learning, adapt familiar lessons to make them developmentally appropriate and 

playful, and justify how it aligns with the curriculum. Program objectives are to enhance 

student academic performance and improve behavior, attention, sensorimotor skills, 

social-emotional skills, language, processing, and cognition. The desired long-term 

outcomes are to increase play during the school day, change curriculum design to be 

more developmentally appropriate, develop new ways to assess student performance, and 

educate all students regardless of their academic abilities. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

 
Education and student success are amongst the highest priorities for citizens of the 

United States (Mackey, 2016). With a national agenda to enhance academic achievement, 

expectations to obtain learning milestones are rising. The change in educational policies 

leads to a phenomenon called the academic “push-down,” in which children are expected 

to achieve academic milestones in core subjects (reading, writing, and mathematics) at 

younger grades. The problem is that, although performance expectations have increased, 

child development sequences and timelines have not changed to support them. This 

results in an academic achievement gap between system demands and student abilities 

that strains students, teachers, related service providers (including occupational therapy 

practitioners), school-district program directors, school administrators, and national and 

state policies and standards.  

Federal and state policies, which set educational standards for students, have 

become increasingly rigorous (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2016; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & 

Gaddis, 2015; National Council of Teachers of English, 2014). Educational law and 

programs such as Common Core Standards, Race to the Top, and the Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA, the replacement of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

[NCLB]), have set higher expectations for students in public school systems across the 

United States (Bassok et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015).  The 

NCLB set a goal of having 100% of students proficient in both reading and mathematics 

(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2015). In 2013, only 41% of 
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fourth-grade students and 34% of eighth-grade students achieved proficient or higher 

scores in mathematics. English and Language Arts achievement scores for both fourth- 

and eighth-grade students were also just as low, with 34% of students scoring at or above 

the proficient mark (The Nation’s Report Card, 2013). Due to these high standards, 

educators have reformed their expectations, classroom organization, and pedagogical 

approach to teaching starting in the preschool and kindergarten years. These changes may 

not align with best practice (Bassok et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Gallant, 2009).  

Contributing Factors 

Individual student academic “success” can be defined based on grade-point 

average, report cards, classroom assessments, and standardized assessment scores. 

District performance is evaluated based on state tests, which program directors and 

school administrators perceive as reflecting the quality of the school district. Therefore, 

state test results place immense stress on program directors and administrators, which in 

turn pressures the teachers. Teachers feel forced to improve student test scores to the 

proficient mark, which can have a negative impact on the classroom and can change the 

educational environment and the material they teach. Teachers may also feel that student 

scores influence their own performance evaluation, labeling teachers as either “good” or 

“bad” (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Firestone, 2014). The current academic expectation push 

down leads teachers to require children to spend the majority of the academic day 

engaged in tabletop activities and paper-and-pencil tasks seated at a desk (Gallant, 2009; 

Lust & Donica, 2011). This practice leaves less opportunity for students to engage in 

sensorimotor and free-play activities essential for developing the skills needed to excel 
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academically.  

As a result, students may develop gaps in foundational skills necessary for 

classroom success. Foundational skills include sensorimotor, cognition, processing, 

visual-perceptual, and social-emotional skills (Bassok et al., 2016; Case-Smith, 2015). 

The lack of mastery of foundational skills, in turn, reduces students’ ability to succeed in 

more advanced academic skills, including reading, writing, and mathematics (Amundson, 

2005; Gallant, 2009). For example, preschool students are expected to write words 

legibly, although they have not mastered the motor control for a pencil. They are 

expected to add and subtract simple numbers without understanding the more basic 

spatial concepts learned through motor play (Amundson, 2005; Texas Education Agency, 

2015). Play is also important for developing attention, processing, cognition, and social-

emotional skills (Tanta & Knox, 2005). Thus, limitations in these skills may reduce 

academic success. 

Impact of the Problem 

The lack of opportunity to develop skills can lead many students to fall behind, as 

evidenced by increased referrals to occupational therapy services for handwriting, 

reading, sensory processing deficits, and behavioral problems. Students who are “not 

reading proficiently by third grade are four times less likely to graduate high school on 

time” (Daily, 2014, p. 2). Students, parents, teachers, school administration, and related 

service providers experience the adverse effects of this shortcoming. Foremost, students 

who fall behind academically experience low self-esteem, act out in class, receive 

unnecessary office referrals that result in time away from education and recess, and often 
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are referred unnecessarily to special education. Consequences students can face within 

the school include  

(1) teachers assigning lower marks for the writing quality of papers with poor 

legibility but not poorer content, (2) students slow handwriting speed  

limiting compositional fluency and quality, (3) students taking longer to finish 

assignments than do their peers, (4) students having problems with taking  

notes in class and reading them later, (5) students failing to learn other higher- 

order processes such as planning and grammar and writing avoidance and  

later arrested writing development. (Case-Smith, 2005, p. 588) 

Students who struggle with handwriting may begin to struggle with academic 

achievement.  

Occupational Therapy Role in Remediating the Problem 

According to Clark, Jackson, Polichino, and the Commission on Practice (2011,  

p. S46), within the school setting,  

occupational therapists . . . work with children, and youth, parents,  

caregivers, educators and other team members to facilitate children’s and 

youth’s ability to participate in every day activities, or occupations.  

[Occupation therapists can] use their unique expertise to help children and  

youth with and without challenges prepare for and preform important 

learning and developmental activities within their natural environment.  

[Such expert knowledge consists of] skills in biological, physical, social 

and behavioral sciences to evaluate and intervene with individuals across  
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the life course. 

Occupational therapists are trained to evaluate performance skills, patterns, 

contexts, environment, activity demands, and client factors. They also assess 

development in areas such as adaptive, cognitive, communication, physical, and social-

emotional domains (Clark, Jackson, Polichino, & the Commission on Practice, 2011).  

Overview of the Proposed Solution 

The proposed solution to this problem is to train occupational therapy 

practitioners to educate and mentor teachers to incorporate play within the classroom 

setting to promote the natural skills development described previously. The proposed 

program will focus on enhancing participating teacher’ knowledge and skills regarding 

child development, benefits of play, and strategies to justify and increase play within the 

classroom setting. Program directors and school administrators will also be trained on the 

benefits of permitting play within the classroom setting. The program, titled Play2Learn 

(P2L), provides opportunities for students to develop skills necessary for academic 

success while adhering to academic standards. The 6-week program includes six 50-

minute interactive lectures with expert mentoring, practical application, and follow-up 

observation.  

Summary 

Academic success is an important part of the health and wellness of children in 

our country, in childhood and later in adulthood. As occupational therapists, our goal is to 

enhance participation in meaningful occupations, including learning. Our training in 

developmental theories and processes allows us to understand the factors leading to the 
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problem and offer developmentally appropriate solutions. Therefore, the goal of this 

doctoral project was to understand the barriers to academic success and to develop 

solutions to mitigate those challenges. First, a thorough review of the literature was 

conducted to understand factors contributing to the problem and to explore other 

solutions currently being implemented. This information, along with theoretical bases to 

support the proposed program, is presented is Chapter Two. Chapter Three contains the 

proposed program, P2L, which is a teacher training aimed at remediating the learning 

gap, and Chapter Four presents a plan to evaluate the P2L program. Chapters Five and 

Six include the funding and dissemination plans, respectively. Finally, Chapter Seven 

presents the conclusion, a discussion of the significance of the program in the school 

setting, and the impact P2L can have for the occupational therapy practice.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORY AND EVIDENCE BASE TO SUPPORT THE 

PROPOSED PROJECT 

Introduction 

 

This chapter thoroughly describes the problem of increased academic demands 

without the supplement of required developmental skills and evaluates existing solutions 

to resolve it. In the first part of this chapter, theoretical frameworks are used to explain 

the rise and complexity of the problem. The problem originated in response to societal 

views towards improving academic performance and college readiness by creating more 

rigorous curriculum standards to intensify academic expectations (Common Core State 

Standards Initiative, 2018). However, child developmental sequences and fundamental 

developmental milestones have not changed to support these academic expectations.  

An explanatory model developed to depict the factors leading to the problem and 

the interactions among those factors is presented in the following sections. Evidence 

supporting the different factors in the model is reviewed and synthesized. In the second 

part of this chapter, existing solutions for the current problem are presented and 

evaluated. Attempted solutions include formal and informal sensorimotor-based 

approaches, educational approaches, and play-based approaches. The chapter conclusion 

demonstrates the need for a new solution to address the problem. 

Overview of the Problem 

Expectations for academic performance from young students in the United States 

are rising. Although students spend a majority of their time participating in academic 

work and are given ample opportunity to learn, they often are required to complete 



 

 

8

academic tasks that do not coincide with developmental timelines, creating a gap in 

academic performance. Young and developing preschool and kindergarten students are 

spending more time sitting at a desk or table rather than playing and developing 

sensorimotor, fine and gross motor, cognition, processing, and social-emotional skills 

(Lust & Donica, 2011). As a result, student opportunity to develop the foundational skills 

required to complete academic tasks is hindered. Students learn to compensate or adapt 

their skills to meet the task criteria presented, which may build a false basis for the 

foundational skills. That is, when tasks are above student abilities, students may use 

inefficient motor patterns and skills to complete the task, such as drawing rather than 

writing letters of the alphabet. The compensated foundational skills may not develop, 

mature, refine, or grow strong enough to complete academic tasks as these tasks and 

demands grow more challenging. The compensated foundational skills are “only 

emphasized when the students have ‘failed’ to ‘catch’ the skills.…[These] students are 

likely to fall behind early and develop more habits that require remediation” (Dinehart, 

2015, p. 104). As students grow, they develop deeply rooted performance patterns and 

need to rely on the automaticity of skills to maintain grade-level pace. It may be difficult 

to remediate these skills in later grades, as the students get older.  

Use of Theory to Explain the Problem 

The Ecological Model of Human Development and the Dynamic Systems Theory 

are two systems theories that are helpful in understanding the problem origins and the 

factors that influence its exacerbation. The first, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological 

Model of Human Development, enables an understanding of the multiple external 
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systems leading to the problems that students experience. The second framework, 

Dynamic Systems Theory as adapted by Esther Thelen (1992) for child development, 

illuminates how the problem evolves within the individual students. (Spencer, Perone, & 

Buss, 2011). 

Ecological Model of Human Development 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological Model of Human Development assists in 

demonstrating how a change in one system subsequently affects all other systems. The 

theory consists of five systems or levels, the largest being the chronosystem. The 

chronosystem “encompasses change or consistency over time not only in characteristics 

of the person but also the environment in which the person lives” (p. 40). Changes that 

happen in the chronosystem cause other systems to adapt to these modifications. For 

example, when societal priorities place higher importance on the value of education, they 

cause other systems to modify their expectations, values, and environment to meet the 

standards of the chronosystem.  

The system immediately affected by the chronosystem is the macrosystem, which 

Bronfenbrenner (1994) described as the “overarching pattern of micro-, meso-, and 

exosystems characteristics of given culture or subculture.… [It] may be thought of as a 

societal blueprint for a particular culture or subculture” (p. 40). The macrosystem consists 

of national and state policy makers that create the standards criteria. To meet the high 

standards set by the chronosystem, the macrosystem’s solution consists of attuning 

federal policy (e.g., NCLB, ESSA) and developing programs, such as Common Core 

Standards and Race to the Top. This concentration has reduced the opportunity for 
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children to engage in activities needed for the natural development of sensorimotor, 

cognition and processing, visual-perceptual, and social-emotional skills. An enormous 

focus on education and its standards have been on the rise due to the high value the 

United States places on education. This results in more rigorous and competitive 

standards for public school students. 

The next system in Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) Ecological Model of Human 

Development is the exosystem, which encompasses the link and relationship between 

“two or more settings, at least one of which does not contain the developing person, but 

in which events occur that indirectly influence processes within the immediate setting in 

which the developing person lives” (p. 40). Due to the high standards set at the national 

and state levels, school administrators may place strict demands on teachers to introduce 

complex subjects to students at younger ages to increase the students’ exposure to 

specific material. Familiarizing students to these complex subjects may result in higher 

scores on state testing. The number of students with high and passing scores on state 

testing is considered a direct reflection of the quality of the school system and their 

administrators (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Firestone, 2014; Gallant, 2009).  

The mesosystem, the system next to the microsystem, “comprises the linkages and 

processes taking place between two or more settings containing the developing person” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40). The mesosystem best describes the relationship between 

the home and school environments. The student’s home may have a positive or negative 

outlook on schools. A negative view of education in the home environment may carry 

over into the student’s view of education. In this case, the student will not put forth effort 
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or be motivated to do well in school. Conversely, if the home environment stresses the 

importance of education and performing well in school, the student may have a positive 

outlook on school and perform to the best of his or her ability. The teacher−administrator 

relationship may also have a positive or negative impact on the model. If teachers feel 

they do not have school administration support, they may not teach to their best ability. 

However, if teachers feel supported, they can a have a positive impact in the classroom 

and with other teachers.  

The next level or system is the microsystem, “a pattern of activities, social roles 

and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given face-to-face 

setting with particular physical, social and symbolic features” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994,    

p. 39). The microsystem for this particular problem includes teachers with whom students 

interact daily and related service staff, including occupational and physical therapists, and 

speech-language pathologists. Teachers have high expectations of students entering their 

kindergarten year and may blame previous teachers or the families of students who lack 

school-readiness skills (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Gallant, 2009). These relationships 

directly affect the students’ performance and attitudes towards their academic experience.  

At the center of the model are the students. They must develop and master various 

skills to succeed in the classroom. These development areas include sensorimotor, 

sensory processing, fine and gross motor, cognition and processing, visual perception, 

visual-motor integration, and social-emotional skills. Students need opportunities to 

develop lower-level skills such as various grasp patterns and core strength to sit in a 

chair, to master higher-level skills such as handwriting. Reduced opportunity to develop 
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crucial foundational skills can contribute to the ever-growing academic achievement gap. 

Dynamic Systems Theory 

The Dynamic Systems Theory, as adapted for child development by Thelen 

(1992), proposes that motor skill mastery requires practice and opportunity to apply the 

skills in real time (Spencer et al., 2011). This theory assists in explaining the 

development of both strong foundational skills and compensatory skills to meet the 

academic tasks presented.  

The Dynamic System relies on the organism (child), the environment, and real 

time. A main principle of the theory is the ability to self-organize. According to Smith 

and Thelen (2003, p. 343), the “developing organisms are complex systems composed of 

very many individual elements embedded within, and open to, complex environment.” 

These systems include cognition, musculoskeletal, neuro-motor development, sensory 

processing, perception, and social-emotional factors that constantly change as they 

respond to the elements of the environment and the attributes of the task presented 

(O’Brien, 2015). For students to self-organize, “the parts are coordinated without an 

executive agent or program that produces the organized pattern” (p. 343). The “organic 

components and the constraints and opportunities of the environment” (p. 344) determine 

coordination of the movements and behavior. This shows that no one input demonstrates 

significance over anotherall systems work together to produce the movement or 

behavior. Self-organization skills are not predetermined, meaning students produce 

variable responses to meet the needs of the task. This describes the way a person 

responds to presented tasks, requiring organization of multiple systems to perform as 
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intended. 

The second principle of the Dynamic Systems Theory is time. Time scales range 

from milliseconds for axonal excitation to years for mastering a new skill (Smith & 

Thelen, 2003). Time scales vary for “action, learning, development and evolution as 

distinct processes,” explaining that the time line to master skills varies from person to 

person. Change in behavior “occurs over different time scales” (p. 344). According to 

Spencer, Perone, and Buss (2011), the Dynamic Systems theory explains that “change 

occurs within complex systems with many components that interact over multiple time 

scales from the second to second unfolding of behavior in to the longer scales of learning, 

development and evolution” (p. 260). Development and mastery of skills comes from 

“exploration, or the active testing of the possible spaces where current skills and the 

desired tasks interest and the subsequent selection of those actions that match the 

functional needs best” (Thelen, 1992, p. 192).  

Students learn through input from multiple systems that interact in dynamic ways 

to both facilitate and constrain movement (Case-Smith, 2015). They receive input 

through exploration and experimentation with movement patterns to complete a task until 

they develop an optimal movement pattern they can apply across various situations. With 

sufficient and varied practice, children are able to develop efficient motor-skills patterns. 

Common skills students must develop for success in academic settings are fine motor 

skills, which include manipulating numerous classroom materials. Environmental factors 

such as “experience holding different drawing utensils, experience drawing on different 

surfaces, experience in manipulating small objects, e.g., puzzles, blocks, small figurines” 
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(p. 92) may influence the development of manipulative skills and grasps. Students 

approach these tasks in various ways. Through practice across varied contexts, they can 

develop, master, and generalize foundational skills for academic success. 

Based on the Dynamic Systems Theory, lack of sufficient practice will result in 

poor development of the foundational motor skills required to meet the high academic 

and developmental demands. The theory explains why some students develop stronger 

foundational skills, whereas others build a weak foundation at risk for crumbling as 

demands increase. Students who are able to develop consistent and appropriate motor 

patterns may interpret their experience differently than their peers do, due to different 

intrinsic factors. If expected to complete tasks above their developmental age, students 

may compensate by creating their own motor patterns sufficient to meet the task at that 

time. However, as academic demands become more difficult, these motor patterns may 

not adequately meet the challenging task demands. The motor patterns can fail, causing 

students to fall behind grade level.  

Explanatory Model 

The explanatory model presented in Figure 1 was developed to depict the multiple 

systems that lead to academic standards’ influence on student performance. Adapted from 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model of Human Development, this explanatory model 

assists in explaining how multiple external contexts can influence how children develop 

and grow throughout their academic careers. The model portrays that societal views, 

along with federal and state policies, have affected school administrators and teachers’ 

implementation of academic standards. Each system may affect students and their 
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opportunities to develop skills required for academic success. The outermost 

circlesocietal viewsrepresents the importance our society ascribes to education and 

achievement. This influences federal and state policies regarding educational standards. 

School administrators are responsible for school districts meeting standards, which 

compels how teachers manage their classrooms and how related service staff provide 

therapeutic interventions. Students are at the center of the model. Their interaction with 

each system results in their development not only of skills required for academic success, 

but also as individuals.  

 

Figure 1. Ecological model of human development for academia explanatory model  

  

Student

Teachers, Related
Service Staff

School 
Administrators 

State Policy and 
Standards

Societal Views on 
Education
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Evidence to Support the Proposed Explanatory Model 

An extensive search of the literature was conducted to identify evidence that 

supports the elements of the proposed explanatory model. The search used scholarly data 

bases, the Educational Resource Information Center (ERIC), and PsycInfo to identify 

research studies and to review current U.S. policies that shaped present educational 

standards. The literature search also included reviewing references from articles the 

author deemed important. Non-scholarly articles from reputable sources (e.g., the 

American Occupational Therapy Association [AOTA]), Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development, National Alliance of Specialized Instructional Support 

Personnel, and National Council of Teachers of English) also provided opinions and 

perspectives of education from multiple systems within the explanatory model. (See 

Appendix A for detailed charts.) 

Macrosystem to Exosystem: Policy Shaping Educational Standards 

 Education is an extremely important occupation of today’s youth. School systems 

are responsible for grooming students to lead successful adult lives (Bazyk & Cahill, 

2015). Although there is minimal current research stating the importance today’s society 

places on education, it can be assumed that education is a top priority for the United 

States based on its multiple policies, revisions, and mandates regarding education. Policy 

affects education in numerous ways because it “is shaped by trends in health and 

education practice” (p. 664). Federal and state policies and programs, such as Common 

Core Standards; Race to the Top; and the ESSA, which replaced NCLB, have set high 

expectations for students in public school systems across the United States (Bassok et al., 
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2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). These policies set the standards 

for students and have become increasingly more rigorous than in the past (Bassok et al., 

2016; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015; National Council of Teachers of English, 

2014). For example, NCLB set a goal of having 100% of students in the 2013−2014 

academic school year achieve a proficient score in both reading and mathematics 

(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2015). The impact of 

society’s views and federal policies demanding standards have changed the school 

experience for today’s youth.  

Current standards do not align with the sequence of child development. For 

example, students are expected to enter kindergarten with basic reading and writing 

skills. However, students with typical development learn to read between the ages of  

6 and 7 years and are not ready for handwriting lessons until the latter portion of 

kindergarten (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2015; Schneck & Case-Smith, 2015). 

Meanwhile, there have been substantial changes to the time allotted for core and non-

academic subjects, with a larger focus on mathematics and literacy due to the content of 

state testing and goals of federal policies (Bassok et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; 

Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015; National Council of Teachers of English, 2014). 

As a result, instruction time is being reduced instead teach to test, test preparation, and 

scheduled testing times (Bassok et al., 2016; National Council of Teachers of English, 

2014). 

Teachers can forfeit up to 110 hours of instruction to accommodate testing, which 

results in students missing a significant amount of valuable time for learning (Booher-
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Jennings, 2005; National Council of Teachers of Education, 2014). Even kindergarten 

teachers now also use more standardized testing. For example, 29% of kindergarten 

teachers use standardized tests at least once a month to assess progress and determine 

areas that require remediation (Bassok et al., 2016). With education a top priority for 

American youth, policies and programs developed to control educational standards have 

drastically altered the way learning occurs for young students.  

Exosystem to Mesosystem: School Administrators Influence on Teachers’ Performance 

 School administrators heavily influence teacher performance, style, and 

curriculum implementation, which is dictated by educational standards (Bassok et al., 

2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015; National Council of 

Teachers of English, 2014). Federal and state policies hold school districts responsible for 

educating their students, as measured by state and standardized testing outcomes (Bassok 

et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Firestone, 2014; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 

2015; National Council of Teachers of English, 2014). As a result, teachers often are 

encouraged to “triage” students beginning their academic career based on learning 

capability and academic achievement to ensure high performance on state and 

standardized testing (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). 

During triage, students are categorized into three groups and then taught based on 

test scores (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). The first group performs at 

or above grade level. The second group, “bubble students,” performs slightly below grade 

level. These students receive specialized instruction from teachers to remediate skills to 

improve their test scores to “proficient” according to state standards. The third group 
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scores significantly below grade level and are often referred for special education 

evaluation to relieve accountability. Educators report feeling pressured by administrators 

to manage their classroom in certain ways and concerned that student performance on 

state testing can (positively or negatively) affect the teachers’ annual performance 

evaluations (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Firestone, 2014; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 

2015). School administrators often require teachers to re-align their beliefs on curricula 

and best teaching practices, even though it may not benefit all students.  

Mesosystem to Microsystem: Challenges Experienced by Teachers 

Teachers are charged with the important role of educating the youth of America. 

Expectations for school-readiness have been increased and tend to be above typical 

developmental milestones. Time allocated for instruction of core subjects have been 

altered to align with state and standardized testing, and students have minimal exposure 

to ancillary classes such as music, art, and physical education. Classroom organization 

also has been regulated to assist students in meeting the high standards of federal and 

state policies. Teachers feel pressured to align their teaching techniques with that of 

principals and school administrators, as opposed to implementing best practice in 

education (Bassok et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Firestone, 2014). 

Teachers also have higher expectations for school-readiness norms. Kindergarten 

students are now required to begin their education careers with developed foundational 

skills previously been taught in the first grade. A study conducted in 2010 compared 

classrooms from 1998 to 2010 and found expectations that “children should learn to read 

in kindergarten increased sharply from 31% to 80%” (Bassok et al., 2016, p. 5). This 
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study also reported a large increase in the number of teachers who believe kindergarten 

students should have formal reading and math instruction, as well a strong knowledge of 

the alphabet before entering kindergartenskills customarily acquired within the 

classroom setting prior to change in standards. Current standards do not coincide with 

developmental sequence of students.  

Teachers are changing the way they educate their students based on the 

importance of test scores. Many believe students should demonstrate certain skills in 

preparation for passing state tests and performing at grade level on standardized tests 

when they enter their classroom (Booher-Jennings, 2005). Students who are predicted to 

perform poorly will likely be retained at their current grade level, even though they make 

progress within the classroom. Curricula previously focused on play, social participation 

and learning through exploration of the environment have shifted to more academic-

driven curricula focused on test preparation (Gallant, 2009; Miller & Almon, 2009). 

Many learning centers, such as arts and crafts or dramatic play, have been replaced with 

time spent engaged in worksheets and independent learning.  

Classroom organization and materials available to students to promote learning in 

the classroom have been adjusted to reflect the shift from play to academia in 

kindergarten classrooms (Bassok et al., 2016; Gallant, 2009). The amount of time spent 

on core academic subjects has changed significantly, focusing instead on mathematics 

and language arts to accommodate state and standardized testing areas (Bassok et al., 

2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Gallant, 2009; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015; National Council of 

Teachers of English, 2014). 
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 Many teachers also feel pressured with the amount of information they must 

introduce and students must master in the time is allotted for education. One teacher 

reported, “The progressive curriculum and grade level expectations from state and district 

levels do not consider or allow for developmental differences” (Gallant, 2009, p. 210). As 

previously mentioned, teachers can lose up to 110 hours of instruction time to testing and 

preparation. Gallant (2009) reported the factors that most affect how a classroom is 

taught are “state and federal mandates, availability of materials, children’s preschool 

experiences [and] first grade expectations” (p. 213). Over 70% of respondents ranked 

these factors as either most or considerably influential.   

 Finally, motivation is a large factor in how teachers provide education to their 

students. Motivation can be extrinsic or intrinsic. Firestone (2014) explained that 

extrinsic motivation includes incentives or punishments based on achievement measures, 

but with intrinsic motivation, teachers reward themselves based on results from their 

work. This type of motivation is often observed when a teacher demonstrates competence 

in their area of education, and between a teacher and a student when the student begins to 

grasp concepts that previously were challenging. Extrinsic motivation can influence, even 

depress, intrinsic motivation. Although some teacher-incentive programs may help, 

others, such as performance-based programs, may have a negative impact on education 

because they are difficult to monitor actions for results. Performance-based programs 

often lead teachers to teach to the test to improve classroom scores and receive better 

performance-based evaluations. This, in turn, causes teachers who were previously 

intrinsically motivated to teach students on their abilities using evidence-based 
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techniques, to teach instead to test for improved performance-based evaluations.  

The Role of Related Service Providers (Occupational Therapists) 

 Within schools, occupational therapy is considered a related service. 

Traditionally, occupational therapy practitioners provided services only for students in 

special education to address “academic, nonacademic, extracurricular and prevocational 

and vocational areas” (AOTA, 2014a). However, occupational therapy practitioners can 

contribute significantly to educational outcomes of all students by working closely with 

teachers and school administrators. According to AOTA, practitioners can co-teach in the 

classroom during various activities and provide in-service presentations to educate 

teachers and school staff on the role of occupational therapy, development, and the 

importance of play. With implementation of the ESSA, occupational therapy practitioners 

can play a larger role within the school setting as specialized instructional support 

personnel. The ESSA promotes collaboration between all members of the academic team, 

including related service staff. That is, occupational therapy practitioners can collaborate 

with teachers, administrators, and parents to ensure that students succeed within the 

classroom by addressing obstacles interfering with academic success and a positive 

learning environment, supporting physical as well as mental wellness, and helping 

students succeed academically (National Alliance of Specialized Instructional Support 

Personnel, n.d.). 

Microsystem to the Individual: The Impact on Students 

 Students, the core of the explanatory model, are affected by all other systems in 

the model. Educational instruction is now taught based on the content of state and 
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standardized testing rather than based on individual student needs. Student socialization 

with peers has been significantly reduced because most of their day is spent engaged in 

worksheets and independent work. With instruction focused on testing, opportunities to 

develop other non-academic skills essential for student success, such as social skills, 

perseverance, curiosity, and conscientiousness, are also reduced (National Council of 

Teachers of English, 2014).  

Disciplinary action within the classroom setting has significantly increased. 

Rusby, Taylor, and Foster’s (2007) study found that first-grade male students were more 

likely to receive discipline referrals than were female students. The most common 

reasons for office or discipline referrals were physical aggression and disruptive or 

defiant behaviors.  Male students were more likely to engage in physical aggression 

warranting an office referral, whereas when female students acted out, their behaviors 

were usually disruptive or defiant and resulted in a “time-out.” One possible reason for 

these behaviors is student frustration with the management of academic tasks in which 

they are not succeeding, along with minimized opportunities to develop coping skills via 

social-emotional play.  

Summary 

 The high value that United States places on education reflects in the high 

expectations set by federal and state policies. School administrators ensure teachers 

uphold and meet these high standards because they are held accountable for district 

performance on state and standardized tests. To certify the standards are met, school 

administrators hold teachers responsible for student performance. In turn, teachers’ high 
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expectations of students may not always correspond with developmental milestones.  

 Teachers evaluate their abilities based on student performance on state testing and 

have changed their expectations and classroom management based on academic 

standards. They now expect students to enter kindergarten with skills formerly taught in 

the first grade. They have significantly altered their classroom organization to shift focus 

from learning through experience to academia, specifically mathematics and literacy, and 

now emphasize state testing results rather than other skills that help shape students as a 

wholesuch as social skills, perseverance, conscientiousness, and curiosity. Instruction 

time is sacrificed for testing preparation and test-taking. 

 Students are also highly affected by the changes made to meet federal and state 

expectations. They are given minimal opportunity to develop and master skills required 

for academic success. Instead, they spend a large portion of their day engaged in 

independent tabletop work. There are more discipline referrals, and at young ages, 

possibly because students are not receiving individualized instruction based on their 

needs. Students are triaged based on their academic abilities and taught according to the 

group they are categorized into at a young age. Students who fall behind in the third and 

final category are often referred for special education evaluation, so teachers will be no 

longer accountable for state and standardized testing of these students. This allows 

teachers to focus more energy on students closer to passing or reaching proficiency on 

tests.  

 With stricter standards, changed curricula, and altered classroom organization, 

students do not receive optimal opportunities to develop the skills necessary to lead 
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successful adult lives. However, implementation of the ESSA allows an opportunity to 

transform interpretation of the standards and change classroom organization to benefit 

students. Occupational therapists and other related service staff can lead workshops to 

train teachers and school administrators on appropriate developmental milestones and 

ways to foster skill acquisition of lifelong learners, as well as meet high academic 

expectations that support societal views and meet federal and state expectations. 

Current Solutions 

The review of solutions to remediate the problem focuses on sensorimotor 

programs, educational solutions, and play-based learning to promote learning within the 

classroom setting.   

Sensorimotor Solutions 

Sensorimotor programs are often used within the school setting to allow students 

a break from class work or to assist in developing sensorimotor skills to improve 

students’ sensory processing and the gross and fine motor skills required for academic 

success. The options discussed in this section can be naturally integrated within the 

students’ day. Others can be purchased commercially but require procuring training, and 

often products, from the company.   

Informal movement breaks are organically embedded into a school day, such as 

recess, ancillary classes, meals, and classroom rotations. These breaks allow students a 

mental and physical respite from the classroom demands. Recess and play help students 

“develop the social, emotional, physical and cognitive skills they need to be successful in 

both school and society” (AOTA, 2014b). Recess schedules vary in school districts 
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nationwide. Teachers are apprehensive to allow their students to take advantage of 

scheduled recess time due to their colleagues and administrators perceptions of them 

(Booher-Jennings, 2005). They feel pressured to use the entire school day for academics 

exposing students as much as possible to curriculum that may be present on testing. Test 

scores determine their valuewhether they are “good” or “bad” teachers. Due to the 

strong focus on academics, schools limit the time for scheduled recess. According to the 

Center on Education Policy, recess time has decreased in approximately 20% of school 

districts to allow more instruction time for core academic subjects (Ramsetter, Murray, & 

Garner, 2010). As a result, students have fewer opportunities “for engagement in social 

participation, improved physical and emotional health . . . and preparation of the body 

and mind for attentiveness and engagement in the classroom” (AOTA, 2014b, p. 2). 

Several commercially available programs exist to remediate the lack of 

opportunities provided for play:  

Brain Gym (2016). Available to teachers, the Brain Gym program encourages 

breaks within the classroom with the intent of teaching students to recognize when they 

need to engage in movement activities. Eliciting 26 natural movements to enhance 

learning within the classroom, Brain Gym teaches students body awarenessto 

recognize when they need a break and to select an exercise while still engaged in the 

classroom lesson. Thus, it allows the students to be in charge of selecting movement-

break activities. Program disadvantages are that it does not promote student interaction or 

creative play and does not include a curricular component.  
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Ready Bodies, Learning Minds (n.d.). This option was developed by a physical 

therapist, Athena Ogden. The program addresses reflex integration, sensory integration, 

body awareness, and their effects on learning abilities. It provides training on assessment 

of reflexive integration and implementation of various motor activities to improve student 

body awareness in preparation for learning and classroom activities. The program 

recognizes and explains that students are building weak foundational skills in order to 

meet classroom demands at a young age, and this foundation may crumble as they get 

older and demands increase. Ready Bodies, Learning Minds emphasizes integrating 

reflexes and body awareness for sensory systems to build sound skills. Its limitation is its 

lack of an academic component.  

Learning Without Tears (2013). This program specifically concentrates on 

handwriting skills and school readiness for children from preschool age through the fifth 

grade. Developed by an occupational therapist, Jan Olsen, the program consists of three 

components: Get Set for School, Handwriting Without Tears, and Keyboarding Without 

Tears. Get Set for School is intended for preschool students.  

Get Set for School is unique because it follows children’s typical developmental 

sequence and has a set curriculum based on student developmental levels (Learning 

Without Tears, n.d.). It also uses a multisensory approach to promote development and 

learning with active teaching. According to a study conducted by Learning Without Tears 

(2013), children who were taught following their Get Set for School program 

demonstrated mastery of key academic skills at the end of the preschool year. Compared 

to the control group, more students exposed to the Learning Without Tears curriculum 
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scored above average on standardized testing. This program assists in demonstrating that 

developmentally appropriate expectations and tasks benefit students’ growth and 

academic success. One disadvantage of Learning Without Tears is that many of its 

activities are teacher guided, which tends to limiting creative play and peer interaction. 

There is also a high focus on gaining academic skills, rather than learning through 

exploration.   

Unfortunately, many of these well-developed, evidence-based programs are not 

implemented in classrooms. These programs were developed by and geared towards 

related services such as occupational therapists, occupational therapy assistants, physical 

therapists, and physical therapy assistants who normally work only with students eligible 

for special education services. The programs could be implemented in the general 

education classroom with great benefits, but many school districts may choose not to 

implement due to cost of training and products, time away from classroom teaching, 

expectations for school readiness, or lack of awareness that programs exist.  

Educational Solutions 

To meet accountability demands and standards set by national policy, school 

districts use “educational triage.” Triaging can begin in the early stages, even 

kindergarten (Booher-Jennings, 2005). Schools triage students into three groups: grade-

level, “bubble students,” and “hopeless.” Each group is taught differently based on their 

capabilities (Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). That is, students are taught, or not taught, based on 

the category to which they are assigned, which is unfair to students receiving less 

individualized instruction based on needs.  
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With such emphasis placed on accountability and test scores, teachers mainly 

teach to test. Au (2007) conducted a qualitative metasynthesis to determine if and how 

high-stakes testing affects curriculum content, knowledge form, and pedagogy. Of 49 

studies analyzed, approximately 80% found curriculum content changed through either 

contraction or expansion to focus on context in high-stakes testing. In 24 of the 49 

studies, teachers used a fractured knowledge format, “teaching . . . content in small, 

individualized, and isolated test-size pieces, as well as teaching in direct relation to the 

tests” (p. 262). Of the articles analyzed, 77.6% noted that pedagogy had been altered 

because of high-stakes testing, and 65.3% of those had moved to a teacher-centered 

pedagogy. Au’s metasynthesis proved that teachers changed core teaching concepts from 

a student focus to teaching to pass state and standardized testingthat is, from teaching 

whole subjects to introducing information that could appear on the test. Although 

teachers are held accountable, education is severely compromised.  

Play-Based Learning Solutions 

Minimal research addressed formalized or standardized play-based preschool 

programs, especially in the United States. Research regarding play-based and student-

driven curriculum has been conducted in other countries and revealed promising results. 

However, in the United States, schools have switched to an academic-based curriculum, 

with limited play in order to meet academic standards. Although, many teachers believe 

play-based programs are the most appropriate solution, they feel pressured by 

administrators and colleagues to maintain the stricter academic based curriculum 

(Booher-Jennings, 2005).   
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 One approach to play-based learning is the Montessori Method implemented 

internationally in over 20,000 schools for ages 0 through 18 years (Al, Sari, & Kahya, 

2012). Developed in Italy by Maria Montessori, the method uses didactic techniques 

paired with self-guided student driven activities. The system allows children to control 

their own learning experience and focuses on student “independence, freedom within 

limits, and respect for a child’s natural psychological development” (p. 1867). Students 

discover and explore their environments and develop areas of interest, providing meaning 

to their learning. Montessori schools have been implemented and adapted in a variety of 

settings, including for inner-city, low-income, and “at-risk” students, as well as in 

affluent areas. However, it can be an expensive undertaking and requires specialized 

training (Age of Montessori, n.d.).   

 A research study conducted by van Oers and Duijkers (2012) examined different 

methods of focus for teachers. Two classrooms in the Netherlands included in the study 

used different teaching methods; one was teacher-driven and the other was student-

driven. Both classroom models recognized that students are active learners, a relationship 

between teachers and students is required, and students must work with each other to 

learn. The teacher-driven program, Piramide, was developed for students aged 3 through 

7 years and created for test development. This program incorporated three school-day 

components: working with the teacher, independent work and scheduled free play. 

Research showed that students exposed to this type of curriculum scored better on 

standardized tests. However, the standardized tests were created by the same group that 

developed the Piramide curriculum.  
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The play-based classroom, Developmental Education, permitted teachers and 

students to take on different roles to expand knowledge across contexts (van Oers & 

Duijkers, 2012). With this approach, students gained knowledge through meaningful 

experiences with others, including peers and the classroom teacher. This approach 

allowed the teacher to guide students to deeper connections to the task by “asking 

questions, raising problems, or just using new tools and relevant words” (p. 523). 

According to the researchers, students in the Developmental Education classroom 

demonstrated higher mastery of vocabulary when compared to their peers receiving the 

Piramide curriculum.  

Van Oers and Duijkers’ (2012) study detailed classroom set-up, curricula, and 

benefits of student-driven and teacher-driven based classrooms. However, the study used 

a small sample size and was conducted in the Netherlands, where the classroom dynamics 

and curricula do not align with current U.S. standards. For example, even the teacher-

driven classrooms in the study elicited more free play than in U.S. classrooms.  

Summary 

Numerous programs and methods have been trialed to find the best solution to 

educate the youth of America. With such a high priority placed on academics, there has 

been a shift from student-driven to teacher-driven teaching. The variety of programs 

developed by professionals take approaches different from the educational realm, which 

focuses on improving test scores by taking a special interest in students who have the 

most potential to improve test scores and positively affect accountability. In contrast, 

these programs use multisensory approaches that grant students the opportunity to 
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develop skills necessary for academic success. Although each program has unique 

components with evidence that illustrates positive outcomes, the common theme is child-

driven, hands-on experience. This experience involves play as the natural guide for young 

students to develop foundational skills for academia and skills that will help the students 

for the rest of their livesan approach not often executed in the United States. 

 Based on a thorough literature review, it appears that the essential elements of a 

successful and effective program should include sensorimotor components. 

Developmental sequence should also be taken into consideration to build strong 

foundation skills. Sensorimotor skills are crucial because students require these skills to 

access and participate in their classroom environment and curriculum successfully and 

independently. The program should also be easily relatable to the curriculum. This would 

make the program easy to implement within the daily classroom routine and to justify to 

colleagues and school administrators. The program should also consider using aspects of 

a child-driven approach, allowing students develop skills at their own pace and explore 

their own interests. This approach would make lessons more productive because it allows 

students to develop their own meaning and understanding of the information taught. The 

last essential component for a successful and effective program is a play-based approach. 

Through play, students develop physical, cognitive, adaptive behavioral, social-

emotional, and communication skills; learn about their abilities and interests; and so 

much more. These skills not only benefit the child as a student, but also carry into 

adulthood. To best address the problem of such high academic expectations with 

curriculum push-down, a solution that includes these essential elements should be the 
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priority to best meet the needs of students, teachers, school administrators, school 

districts, and society.  
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CHAPTER THREE: DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED PLAY2LEARN 

PROGRAM  

The P2L program was developed based on the findings from the extensive 

literature review on the problem and its existing solutions described in Chapter Two. The 

P2L is an educational program for teachers aimed at utilizing play as a learning 

mechanism with an educational approach to promote student academic success. The 

program focuses on training teachers about sequential development of skills necessary for 

academic success and designing opportunities to learn through exploration and hands-on 

experience.  

Background 

Play is a primary occupation of students. It provides the opportunity for children 

to naturally develop essential skills and is one of the best mechanisms for learning. 

Children can learn through play in ways that cannot be taught because it allows children 

to explore “and orient [themselves] to the actual world of space and time” (Case-Smith, 

2015, p. 483). They are able to practice and rehearse “endlessly the complicated patterns 

of human living and communication, which [they] must master if [they are] to become a 

participating adult in our social life” (p. 483). Play creates opportunities for children to 

interact with peers, release built-up energy, and relax from the high demands of academia 

and it promotes brain development (Ginsburg, 2007; Tanta & Knox, 2015). Children 

learn to be flexible, manage change in routine, and take control over situations, as well as 

social-emotion skills, language, appropriate communication with peers, and initiation 

through play. 
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There has been a significant decrease in the amount of time allotted for play in 

school, both structured and unstructured. According to the Center of Public Education, 

20% of schools have decreased the time designated for recess to increase the amount of 

instruction time for core academic subjects such as reading, writing, and mathematics. 

Kindergarten students spend up to 46% of their day engaged in fine motor and tabletop 

activities (Lust & Donica, 2011). Dixon’s (2013) study revealed that only 35% of 

preschool and 5% of kindergarten students’ day is dedicated to unstructured playa 

significant amount of time for children between the ages of 4 and 6 to be directed in 

academic tasks without breaks to process the information or apply the lessons to their 

everyday experience.  

The P2L program was developed in response to a need identified in the 

educational setting. Developmental theories inform us that to succeed academically, 

students must develop a strong foundation of skills that include social-emotional 

development and cognition, processing, sensorimotor, and visual-perceptual skills. 

Through this developmentally sequential, child-driven, curriculum- and play-based 

program, teachers promote individualized student success.  

The P2L program design is intended to be practical and easy to implement each 

day. Teachers learn the benefits of play and its importance, various risk factors, different 

types of play, strategies to incorporate and justify play, to adapt play to align with 

curriculum standards, how to be playful, and ways to change the environment to be more 

conducive for play. They are encouraged to use their creativity to create lessons that 

provide unique and meaningful opportunities for children to gain knowledge and practice 
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life skills. This approach allows students to interpret, practice, and implement the 

lesson’s message with their classmates, which promotes meaningful experiences that can 

be generalized to academia and everyday life. In addition, the occupational therapy 

practitioners closely mentor the teachers and offer feedback regarding implementation 

within the classroom setting.  

Delivery Methods 

The 6-week P2L program will offer occupational therapy practitioners six 

educational modules that each include interactive lectures, expert mentoring, and 

practical application. Each lecture will run for 50 minutes, and topics will change each 

week (Appendix B). The theme for the week will be discussed using multimedia and an 

interactive approach (See Appendix C for example). Discussions can include definitions, 

real-life examples, strategies for classroom implementation, problem solving, 

opportunities for hands-on practice when applicable, and open conversation at the 

conclusion of each week for questions or concerns. These modules will then be presented 

to teachers. They will also receive support to implement the week’s lesson in their own 

classrooms with their students. Observation times will be scheduled with the teacher to 

allow the most favorable time for students to engage in play. Teachers will receive 

written feedback after each observation and have opportunity to provide their opinions 

regarding the lecture and observations. At the conclusion of the program, teachers will be 

asked to complete a survey providing feedback regarding the content, presentations, and 

any other comments they wish to add. Teachers will be able to contact the program 

implementer at any time during the program through email, office phone calls, or in 
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person when the implementer is on the campus. 

The preliminary phases of P2L will be conducted in a live workshop format. As 

the program grows, an interactive, online platform with discussion posts and access to the 

provider for questions and feedback will be considered. This online format would allow 

participants to take modules at their own pace, more participants to take the course at one 

time, and access the program on a national level.  

Role of Personnel 

Program Development and Implementation: Occupational Therapist 

The program developer (author) is an occupational therapist who will primarily be 

responsible for initiating, recruiting, implementing, and executing the P2L program. The 

program fits criteria to receive continuing education units for occupational therapy 

practitioners (Texas Board of Occupational Therapy Examiners, 2018). The author will 

seek approval as a continuing professional education provider through the Texas 

Education Agency (2016), which would allow teachers to receive credit towards 

certification renewals (one professional development unit for each meeting attended). 

Once the program receives accreditation, the marketing process seeking endorsement 

from program directors and school administrators will begin.  

The occupational therapist will be responsible to meet with related services and 

early childhood, preschool, and kindergarten program directors. Once the directors 

approve the program, the occupational therapist will meet with school administrators at 

the assigned campus to obtain approval for program implementation. Once approved, the 

occupational therapist will seek out teachers interested in implementing the P2L program. 
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Information will be presented in a variety of ways (i.e., emails, flyers, and 

announcements) to introduce the program to teachers. A meeting with interested teachers 

will be held to introduce and describe the program and answer questions. 

As interested and committed teachers are identified, the occupational therapist 

will train teachers for 6 weeks. Weekly meetings consist of 50 minutes after school 

(during existing after-school meeting times) and 30 to 45 minutes for observations in the 

classroom setting to provide feedback to teachers between meetings regarding discussion 

topics. The observation session allows teachers to demonstrate skills learned, followed by 

feedback from the occupational therapist to promote learning through play within the 

classroom. 

Primary Program Recipient: Teachers 

Teachers will be the primary recipient of the program. A maximum of four 

teachers will be selected to participate.  Participants will attend weekly 50-minutes 

meetings and 30-minuted individualized in-class guidance and feedback sessions. They 

will be encouraged to actively participate in discussions, ask questions, and give 

examples from their classroom settings. Teachers will be provided with feedback for 

implementing strategies within the classroom setting. Creativity will be encouraged as 

teachers create a center and apply state standards. Confidence to include play within the 

classroom will increase as teachers learn strategies and apply them in own classroom 

settings with the support of teacher recipients. 

Secondary Program Recipient: Students 

 Students are the secondary recipient of the program. Enhancing play in the 
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classroom setting will benefit students in many areas including sensorimotor, visual-

motor, social-emotional, cognition, and play skills. Students will be given the chance to 

learn, interpret, execute, practice, and master lessons within the classroom through 

applying experience and personal meaning. With meaningful lessons, their attention to 

task and behaviors may improve. Through play, students engage in learning. It may not 

appear to be a traditional learning style, but it will have more meaning, allowing students 

to develop skills necessary for academic success and life.  

Program Approval and Support: Program Directors and School Administrators 

For this program to run successfully, a number of school professionals will need 

to support it and its intended outcomes. First, related service and early childhood 

education program directors must support and approve the program content. The 

implementer will demonstrate how the program can positively affect not only students, 

but also teachers, administrators, and the school district as a whole. Information 

presented will include child development sequence, current expectations, how time is 

currently used in the classroom, and how these affect the manner in which teachers teach. 

Once the need for the program has been established, the benefits of play, predicted long-

term outcomes, and the program’s advantages for the school district will be discussed. 

After program directors approve the program, school administrators will be approached. 

A similar meeting will be held to discuss the positive and negative aspects of current 

classroom teaching methods, management, and expectations of students, as well as 

advantages of implementing the program. 
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Recruitment Procedure 

Teachers will receive information promoting the program through emails, flyers 

in their school-designated mailboxes, and afternoon announcements. General education 

teachers will have access to all phases of the program. A meeting will be held prior to 

implementing the program to inform interested teachers and answer any questions 

attendees may have. Those interested in continuing and committing to the program will 

be identified through a sign-up sheet or by emailing the occupational therapist.  

Desired Outcomes 

Desired outcomes include changes in teacher and student performance, as well as 

in the curriculum. 

Teachers 

Teachers will confidently and effectively implement play within the classroom 

setting to promote learning goals. They will: 

1. Identify three lessons per week to incorporate play. With the training provided and 

classroom observations, teachers will be well versed in how to adapt a familiar lesson 

to make it more playful with hands-on experience.  

2. Advocate for play as a means to enhance learning. Teachers will be able to explain 

how the activity supports and complements the curriculum standards in multiple 

education areas and promote it among their colleagues.  

Students 

Students of teachers who participate in P2L will demonstrate competence and 

enhanced academic performance:  
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1. Improved behavior: The numbers of office and behavior referrals will decrease by 

10%. Play allows students to release built-up energy and relax from the high 

demands of academia. Play and recess also decrease problem behaviors. Young 

students are not built to sit still through the entire school day. With no opportunity 

to move, students tend to act out. Students unable to keep up with academic 

demands also tend to act out when unable to meet expectations. Through play, 

students develop skills and practice and implement new lessons learned. Play also 

improves their attention to task. With students attending to teacher-direct lessons, 

developing more skills, keeping up with standards, and being excited to learn, 

problem behaviors should decrease.  

2. Enhanced focus on play and academic tasks: Enriched skills and competence will 

increase academic performance, as measured by time spent on task and 

completion of developmentally appropriate designed tasks. 

3. Decreased referrals: The number of referrals to special education due to 

accountability for state testing scores should decrease.  

4. Improved sensorimotor skills: Teachers will demonstrate an understanding of 

sequential development by identifying two to three skills that may be difficult for 

students to master due to their development levels. Play allows students to explore 

and thus develop, practice, and master sensorimotor skills to build a solid 

foundation of physical skills required for basic academic skills, such as sitting in a 

chair, holding a pencil, and joint attention.  
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5. Improved social-emotional skills: Students will identify two new classmates as 

friends. The social component of play allows students to develop language and 

social-emotional skills, as well as flexibility, turn-taking, rules following, and 

much more. Children will now have the opportunity to work on these skills and 

develop new friendships with their peers. 

6. Expanded language: Students will express themselves using expanded sentences. 

They will have the opportunity to develop and build their vocabulary through 

play. They can practice different language skills, such as taking turns in 

conversation, responding to questions, and so forth.  

7. Increased cognition: Students will approach problem solving with flexibility, 

bringing everyday skills into their play. As their play skills develop 

experimenting and applying their knowledge to develop meaningful 

experienceschildren will learn skills to problem solve, follow rules, create new 

complex scripts, and expand creativity.  

Curriculum Changes 

1. Increased play: By the conclusion of the first launch of P2L, unstructured play 

within participants’ classroom setting increase 20 minutes per day. The P2L is 

easy to adapt to the curriculum and to incorporate daily. At the end of the 6-week 

program, students will engage in unstructured play 20 more minutes each day 

(100 minutes per week). With the benefits of play and its positive impact on 

students, teachers will be more apt to include play every day.  
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2. More developmentally appropriate curriculum: Curriculum will change to be 

more developmentally appropriate. That is, by educating teachers and program 

directors on the developmental sequence compared to curriculum standards, it 

will become apparent that the education system should meet students where they 

are, rather than push down the curriculum in preparation for state testing.  

3. Decreased referrals: The number of referrals to special education due to 

accountability for state testing scores will decrease. With less curriculum push-

down focused on state testing, students will more likely will be taught based on 

their abilities rather than triaged into groups.  

4. New assessment measures: Students learn and develop in different ways. By 

developing new measures to determine students’ individual growth, progress, and 

academic success, teachers, school administrators, and school districts will be 

held accountable to educate all students regardless of their ability level entering 

the classroom, diminishing educational triage.  

Potential Barriers 

Notably, there has been minimal research on training teachers to be playful and to 

include play in the classroom and minimal evidence applicable to the P2L program’s 

unique focus on teacher implementation with students as the secondary outcome. There 

is, however, an abundance of evidence regarding the importance and benefits of play in 

early childhood. There also has been research on children spending their day in the 

classroom setting engaged in rote learning, worksheets, and tabletop activities, as well as 

the academic push-down. With such a large focus on academia, teachers are pressured to 
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teach to state testing rather than allow student to learn through exploration. 

Another potential barrier for P2L is obtaining program director and administrator 

approval. For example, they may not approve the program timing or content or even 

recognize the need for the program. Administrators and program directors may want to 

use afterschool meetings to address other topics, for which all teachers (not just 

participants) may need to be present, or decide that occupational therapists may better 

spend their time serving individual students in the special education program.  

Further, because program directors and administrators had increased the time allotted for 

academia to prepare students for testingand including play within the classroom setting 

contradicts their solutionthey may disapprove the program content and 

implementation.  

 Teacher participation in the program is another possible barrier in terms of the 

number of teachers willing to participate or if and how they continue implementation 

within their classroom setting. Many teachers hesitate to implement programs and take 

advantage of recess. They are apprehensive about how colleagues and superiors will 

perceive their classroom and teaching techniques in environments where academics are 

the priority. In response to a need-based survey created by the author and conducted in 

two school districts, a majority of teachers recognized the need for play but felt there was 

not enough time with so much material to present to students. Despite potential program 

weaknesses, the benefits of the P2L program and promotion of play may outweigh the 

negative aspects, resulting in participation and active support from administrators.  
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Conclusion 

With an ever-increasing focus on education and curriculum push-down, students 

are given minimal opportunity to play during the school day. The P2L provides a 

practical and easy-to-implement solution by training teachers to incorporate play within 

the classroom setting. The program provides teachers with strategies to incorporate play 

without taking away from educational guidelines and curriculum standards. Teachers 

participating in the 6-week program have access to hands-on training and mentoring to 

implement and use P2L. They provide students with meaningful experiences to be 

successful as a student and to learn and practice everyday skills.
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CHAPTER FOUR: EVALUATION PLAN 

The P2L program was developed to enhance young students’ academic success by 

increasing participation in age-appropriate play, social skills, and learning activities. The 

program includes training to certify occupational therapy practitioners as teacher-trainers. 

The occupational therapy practitioners provide training on constructing meaningful, 

playful experiences to promote learning and build the foundational skills their students 

need to meet current educational expectations. The P2L is a six-module continuing 

education and professional development program that includes distant instruction 

together with individual mentoring. 

The goal of the evaluation plan is to identify the effectiveness, relevance, 

efficiency, and impact of P2L in promoting knowledge and applying the information and 

strategies learned throughout the modules. The evaluation plan includes two phases: an 

evaluability assessment (Phase 1) and two pilot studies of program implementation 

(Phase 2). In Phase 2, Pilot 1 will evaluate program use directly with teachers, and Pilot 2 

will evaluate the program’s utility in preparing occupational therapy practitioners to train 

teachers. Evaluation of the P2L program will be conducted using a formative evaluation 

to determine whether the program is being implemented as intended and is meeting its 

established goals and objectives (Niemeyer & Duddy, 2016). Often, this type of 

evaluation during the initial stages of a program uses an ongoing assessment system, and 

the finding are used to improve program delivery (Newcomer, Hatry, & Wholey, 2015). 

Specifically, the purpose of this formative evaluation plans is to determine if the P2L 

program is appropriate for preschool and kindergarten teachers to integrate play in their 
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classroom to promote academic success.  

Overview of Evaluability Assessment 

Phase 1 

Phase 1 will explore various aspects of the program delivery prior to a soft launch 

in Phase 2 and determine if all elements are present and being delivered as intended. This 

assessment will be completed by eliciting input from stakeholders (i.e., program 

directors, school administrators, teachers, and occupational therapists) about the  

teacher-training modules on various aspects of play and techniques addressed in the 

group. Specifically, it will determine whether P2L can be effectively carried out as 

intended within the school system’s organizational structure and whether the observation 

and feedback forms are effective. This phase is important because it allows the author to 

modify program activities and measurement approaches for optimal results. Interviews 

and focus groups will be used to collect information, which will assist in determining 

how practical, feasible, and relevant the interactive lectures and discussions are. 

Interviews will also be used to determine if strategies are realistic and if the feedback and 

observation forms provide sufficient information for change. Phase 1 will be completed 

by December 2018, prior to initiation of Phase 2. 

Phase 2: Pilots 1 and 2 

The evaluation plan for Pilots 1 and 2 during Phase 2 will be formative and 

summative. The purpose of Phase 2 is to determine if the intervention is creating the 

desired change, given the planned inputs and program activities. The objectives of Pilot 1 

are to (1) determine whether participants demonstrate changes in the way they 
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incorporate play in the classroom; (2) assess participant satisfaction with the content, 

instruction, and ease of program implementation within the classroom setting; (3) identify 

needed changes in the teacher feedback questionnaire to apply and justify play within the 

classroom; and (4) demonstrate the cost-effectiveness. 

The objectives of Pilot 2 are to (1) determine whether occupational therapists 

effectively articulate the benefits of play and developmental milestones; (2) assess 

occupational therapy practitioner satisfaction with content, instruction, and ease of 

implementation; and (3) evaluate the effectiveness of the observation feedback forms. 

The results of the evaluation plan will be used to improve aspects of each P2L component 

to ensure its success and value within the school setting. 

The evaluation plan will use an ongoing assessment system to confirm the P2L 

program is being applied as anticipated and to determine which components are 

successful and what changes need to be made. Data collected and analyzed throughout 

each pilot will include time spent in the classroom before and after the program, 

observation feedback forms with a competency component, student progress on district-

required assessment, and in-depth interviews with participants. Qualitative data gathered 

from surveys and interviews will also be used to determine if the program made a 

positive impression. This information is important because it can demonstrate to key 

stakeholders the features that worked and changes that were made to ensure the P2L 

program would be as effective as anticipated when the final version is launched. 
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Scope of Evaluation: Timeline 

The combined program evaluation phases will take approximately 9 months to 

complete due to holidays, vacations, and scheduled days off throughout the academic 

year. Data will be collected at the beginning and end of each phase to compare results.  

    Phase 1 

Phase 1 will take approximately 2 months. This phase will take place at the school 

district where the program is intended to be implemented. Phase 1 should be completed 

by the end of December 2018 in order for Phase 2 to commence. Inclusion criteria for 

participants will be early childhood, preschool, and kindergarten teachers; related service 

staff; administrators serving the school; and program directors of early childhood, 

kindergarten, and related services. The exclusion criterion will be teachers of special 

education for the purpose of the evaluation. (Including special education teachers will be 

considered as the program develops.) The number of participants will be limited to 15.  

Phase 2: Pilot 1 

Pilot 1 will begin in January, the third grading period, and take approximately    

10 weeks to complete. Four teachers will actively participate in the 6-week interactive 

program with observation and feedback. This allows 4 subsequent weeks to analyze data 

and make necessary changes prior to beginning Pilot 2. Inclusion criteria are teachers of a 

preschool or kindergarten classrooms willing to commit to a 6-week program and to 

implement the program in their classroom. Exclusion criteria are teachers of special 

education and teachers unable to commit to the 6-week program. 
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Phase 2: Pilot 2 

Pilot 2 can begin after finalization of Phase 2 Pilot 1 and will take approximately 

5 weeks to complete. Occupational therapists and occupational therapy assistants will 

participate in a six-module lecture series that will take place during a staff-development 

day. At the conclusion of the modules, participants will complete surveys and provide 

feedback, allowing time to make necessary changes. The final 4 weeks of the pilot will be 

devoted to analyzing data and preparing reports for key stakeholders. The inclusion 

criterion will include occupational therapy providers employed by the district. The 

exclusion criterion will be contract staff due to their inability to district meetings.  

Evaluation Questions 

Upon the completion of each phase, data gathered will reflect the goals and 

objectives outline in the vision of this chapter. Evaluation questions will include: 

Phase 1 

• Was P2L an effective program to promote development in the classroom?  

• Did P2L take away from instructional time? 

• Was the program easy to implement and cost-effective? 

• What were the benefits to the students? To teachers? To administrators? The 

school district? 

• Did course participants increase knowledge regarding development and the 

benefits of play? 
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Phase 2: Pilot 1 

• What were the teachers’ impressions of P2L and its purpose to include play in the 

classroom? 

• Did course participants increase self-efficacy to include play in the classroom 

setting? 

• Were teachers able to implement P2L as it was intended? 

• Were teachers able to include more play within their daily routines? 

• Was there a decrease in the number of office referrals? 

• Has there been an increase in student’s state and district test scores? 

Phase 2: Pilot 2 

• Were occupational therapy practitioners satisfied with the training modules? 

• Did occupational therapy practitioners demonstrate improvement on competency 

questions? 

• Did course occupational therapy practitioners increase self-efficacy to include 

play with-in the classroom setting? 

Data Collection 

Phase 1 

Data collected in Phase 1 will be primarily qualitative through use of surveys, 

focus groups, and in-depth interviews. The author will create surveys, which volunteer 

occupational therapists will then test and review for clarity and understanding. Survey 

questions will relate to goals, priorities, and beliefs on incorporating play in the 



 

 

52

classroom. They will contain open-end responses, as well as a Likert-style scale 

questionnaire, to obtain both qualitative and quantitative data. A facilitator-moderated 

focus group will also be held to identify potential stakeholders’ trends, views, 

perceptions, experiences, and attitudes on a training for developmental sequence, 

implementation of play in the classroom setting, and teacher training to enhance daily 

classroom routines. This focus group will consist of up to 15 people across all 

stakeholder groups. The group’s discussions will be recorded, transcribed, and analyzed 

to recognize common themes across stakeholders.  

Phase 2: Pilot 1 

Data collected in Pilot 1 will be quantitative and qualitative. Data regarding 

teacher schedules, time allotted for play, office referrals, and student testing scores will 

be collected and analyzed prior to implementing the program pilot. Teachers will also 

complete a competency module regarding their knowledge on development and play, as 

well as a self-efficacy questionnaire before commencing the modules. Each week, 

teachers will complete a brief post-test quiz to check for understanding and help 

determine if information presented was effective. They will also complete surveys to 

provide feedback to the author regarding the information, presentation format, and any 

other suggestions regarding the module. Upon completion of Pilot 1, in-depth teacher 

interviews will gather their ideas, perspectives, and experiences of the interactive lectures 

and the discussion, observation, and feedback components, quality of information 

provided, and ease of implementation. Teachers will also report changes in their daily 

schedule to demonstrate increased time in play and decreased time engaged in 
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worksheets. Two occupational therapists will conduct field observations for validity of 

the implementation of the intervention group. Inter-rater reliability will be established 

prior to field observations. The two occupational therapists will also conduct a field study 

of the classroom teachers to observe their incorporation of the skills taught into the 

classroom daily routine. Student report cards, performance on district assessments, and 

the number of office referrals will be examined prior to and after the program’s 

implementation to assess the effect on student performances. However, due to the short 

timeframe of the program and natural progression of development, student progress may 

not change significantly. Thus, at the end of the school year, reports and district 

standardized scores will also be examined for progress.  

Phase 2: Pilot 2 

Data collected from Phase 2 will be both qualitative and quantitative, consisting 

of group discussions and surveys with occupational therapy practitioners. The lecture 

series will be recorded and transcribed to analyze trends in live questions and feedback. 

Participants will also complete a survey that consists of Likert-type scale, didactic yes/no 

questions, and open-ended questions to provide written feedback to address areas that 

may need to be changed or improved.  

Type of Research Design 

Phase 1 

This phase will require a qualitative approach to research design. Information will 

be gathered in Phase 1 through surveys, interviews, and focus groups. The data will be 

analyzed through an enumerative method (Newcomer et al., 2015). Information obtained 
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from interviews and focus groups will be labeled and analyzed using a hermeneutic 

approach because this approach is valuable when there is “access to rich data in the 

source of interview transcripts or comprehensive notes of observations” (p. 579).  

Phase 2: Pilots 1 and 2 

The research design considered for Phase 2 is a basic value-added design. This 

type of research best fits the components of Phase 2 because the design is a “comparison 

group design of program impact adjusting for a preprogram measure of the outcome 

variable” (Newcomer et al., 2015, p. 145). Phase 2 will analyze data based on teacher 

reports and compare statistical outcomes. The intervention component design will be 

based on data of participating teacher classes, including teacher self-reports on daily 

schedules, time allotted for play, number of office referrals, and other agreed-upon 

measures from Phase 1. Teachers will be asked to complete a survey about the program’s 

ease and effectiveness using a Likert-scale and open-ended responses. Two trained 

occupational therapists will also gather quantitative data to ensure the program is being 

implemented as proposed.   

Data Management Plan 

Data for Phase 1 and 2 will be collected through interviews, surveys, and focus 

groups. Information collected through paper systems will be recorded electronically for 

ease of presentation. Quantitative survey data will be coded using an ordinal method 

because the Likert-style scale helps produce ratings using numerical values; open-ended 

responses will be coded using the nominal method. The qualitative information gathered 

from interviews and focus groups will be transcribed, analyzed, and interpreted using the 



 

 

55

methods previously described. Codes will then be created to assist in labeling and 

categorizing responses, and the data stored in spreadsheets for easy access and generation 

of tables or graphs as needed. Data collected in Phase 2 will be quantitative and 

qualitative. Quantitative data will include information from surveys with a rating scale, 

time spent engaged in play, time spent sitting at tables engaged in worksheets, report-card 

grades, district assessments, and office referrals. Qualitative data will include information 

from the focus group, open-ended survey questions, and interviews. Data collected will 

be coded using an ordinal method, and stored electronically for ease of presentation (e.g., 

to generate graphs and tables). The qualitative information gathered from surveys for the 

training and intervention will be analyzed using the same method described in Phase 1. 

Quantitative data will be analyzed using a t-test or Chi-square collected by the program 

evaluator.  

Conclusion 

The author will be primarily responsible for data analysis and summarization, and 

a research assistant responsible for data input. Using a presentation program, the author 

will provide results to stakeholders and participants, summarize findings, and recommend 

the next steps to launch the program successfully. The report will be presented during one 

of the remaining staff-development days, and a copy of the presentation emailed to those 

unable to attend.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: FUNDING PLAN 

Project Description 

The many stakeholders in the area of education include program directors, 

administrators, related service staff, teachers, students, and parents. With student success 

as the primary outcome goal for all stakeholders, school districts are using what they 

believe is the best method to educate students. The proposed P2L program provides a 

more student-driven, developmentally appropriate approach to teaching students, which 

the National Association for the Education of Young Children (2009) considers best 

practice. The P2L is a 6-week interactive lecture program with an observation and 

feedback component for positive integration of play within the students’ natural 

environment.   

Funding Plan Introduction 

The funding program outlined in this chapter reflects required financial support to 

develop, evaluate, deliver, and disseminate P2L. There will be four phases for this 

proposed program. The first will be an evaluative phase to gather information from 

identified stakeholders and possible participants. The second and third phases will be 

pilots of the program. The first pilot will be for teachers to determine the effectiveness of 

the P2L curriculum; the second pilot will be a simulated one-day training for 

occupational therapy practitioners on implementing the P2L program within their 

schools. The pilots will be used to examine and evaluate the course effectiveness and 

then adjust the program based on participant feedback. The last phase of the program will 

be the final product and launch of P2L.  
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Available Local Resources 

 

Local resources are available for all phases of the P2L: 

• Volunteers, friends, and colleagues, including occupational therapists, teachers, 

diagnosticians, and school administrators will review and provide feedback on 

various aspects of the program. This feedback on program components, such as 

content, presentation, outcomes, surveys, and any other areas, will be completed 

prior to launching Pilots 1 and 2 during regular work days, staff-development 

days, and as on-campus support. Once feedback has been received and 

adjustments made, the program will be made available.   

• A local early childhood-preschool-kindergarten school will host the Pilot 1 testing 

as part of on-campus support. 

• Occupational therapists and occupational therapist assistants will be trained in 

Pilot 2 during a staff-development day to mimic a one-day seminar. This training 

will be provided at no cost because it will be conducted during the school-year.  

• Participation incentives may be given during each phase depending upon grant 

acquisition. Incentives may include gift cards, supplies, and equipment for the 

classroom or play areas.  

Needed Resources 

Table 1 presents cost of course development, course delivery, and the resources 

necessary for all program phases.  
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Table 1. Projected Budget Needs 

Resource Pilot 1 
(Teachers) 

Pilot 2 
(OTs) 

Final Phase Explanation 

Course 
developer 

0 0 0 Program created as part of PP-OTD 
program. Course development will 
continue to change with course of 
evidence-based practice and changes in 
local, state, and national policies. 

Course Instructor $2,727a $364a  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

$227/week 
x 6 weeks 

 
= $1,364a 

Pilots 1 and 2 will be completed as part 
of regular work day: Pilot 1 after-
school meetings and as part of OT on-
campus support to assigned schools (10 
hours/week x 6 weeks). Pilot 2 as a 
staff professional development day (8 
hours) at average hourly rate of $45.45 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018) = 
$363.60. 
 
Implementers should allot 1 hr/week 
for each lecture plus 1 hr/participant for 
observation and feedback for up to four 
participants ($45.45 x 5 hrs) x 6 weeks. 
 
Actual cost of all phases will be $0 
because it will be completed during 
work hours as on-campus support. 

Software 0 0 0.00 Course will require presentation 
software (Google or PowerPoint) 
already available to the instructor. 

Communication 0 0 0.00 Emails and phone lines. 

Supplies, 
material, 
Equipment 

0 
 
 

0 
 

 
 

 
 

$275 

0 
 
 

0 
 

 
 

 
 

$275 
 
 
 
 
 

$105 

0.00 
 
 

0 
 

 
 

 
 

$275 
 

Phases 1 and 2: Projector/smart boards 
available in all classrooms. 
 
Computers with presentation software 
are available in all classrooms and 
district laptops. Copies can be made if 
projectors are not available. 
 
 
Complete set: Curriculum, 
presentations and feedback/observation 
forms. 
Estimating $55.00 per set (Staples, 
2018) x 5 (1 Instructor and 4 
participants per pilot program). 
 
U.S. Copyright (2018) for logo, 
program, and modules ($35 for each). 

Travel 0 0 0 Travel costs included as part of course 
instructor district salary. 

Facility rentals 0 0 0 Pilots 1 and 2: Classrooms for lecture 
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and observations are available on 
campus at no cost. Final Phase: local 
facilities will be used, typically at no 
extra cost.  

Evaluation $1,150 
 
 

$1,400 
 
 
 

 
$300 

  Focus group facilitator for Pilots 1 and 
2 to elicit feedback from neutral 
parties. 
 
Research assistant Annual salary 
($33,990) calculated to a rate of 
$35/hour for 40 hours (J. Daley, 
personal communication, May 27, 
2018). 
 
Recording device for focus groups and 
in-depth interviews. 

Dissemination   $7,464  
 
        $2,828 

Detailed in Table 3 
 
Actual cost using resources available to 
author  

Other expenses   $2,550 Application and annual fees for 4 years 
for AOTA approved courses (AOTA, 
2018) 

Total   $18,249 
$9,158b 

 

Note: aActual cost will be $0.00 because the activity will be completed by the author; 
bFinal estimate reflects actual cost of $0.00 for several line itemsa. 

 
 

Funding Opportunities 

 

 Many resources are required for the pilot, as well as the final, phases. Table 2 lists 

possible sources to fund Pilots 1 and 2 and components of the final phase. The remainder 

of the funding for the final phase can be provided as part of course tuition.  
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Table 2. Potential Funding Sources 

Type Source and description Amount 

National grant Crayola (n.d.): Champion Creative Alive Children. 
Previous projects include Bridging the Gap with 
Art, Building Thinkers, Curriculum Maps and 
School Culture, Growth Mindset. 

$2,500 and 
Crayola 
products  

State grant Texas Occupational Therapy Foundation: To 
increase evidence for practice and promote public 
awareness of occupational therapy (Texas 
Occupational Therapy Association, 2018). 

$2,500 

Foundation grant Aldine Education Foundation: Innovative teaching 
grants. “To provide community-based support to 
the Aldine Independent School District in pursuit of 
excellence in teaching, innovation in the classroom, 
and superior learning opportunities for all students” 
(Aldine Education Foundation, 2018). 

$1,500–$7,500 

Local/community 
grants 

H-E-B (2018a) Community Support: Supports       
education and literacy; donations for teachers 
serving their communities.  

 

H-E-B (2018b) Early Childhood Award: Private or 
public schools that focus on education for students 
under five. To “offer support to help create or 
enhance Kinder Readiness programs that prepare 
children to enter kindergarten socially and 
academically ready to learn” 

 

Sam’s Club/Walmart Foundation (Walmart 
Foundation, 2018): Education: Public K-12 school  

Variable – not 
available on 
public website 

 

 

 

$5,000–$10,000  

 

 

 

 

$250-$5,000 

 
 

Conclusion 

 

The proposed budget outlined on estimated costs of delivering the P2L program 

consists of Pilots 1 and 2 and the launch. The total budget has two totals. The first and 

more expensive costs were calculated as though the program were being implemented in 

another school district and accounted the occupational therapist’s time. However, the 
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author is currently employed by the district and these costs are minimized because the 

implementation can be categorized as “on-campus support” and trainings can be 

conducted during staff-development days. Potential funding sources were also identified. 

National grants were considered; however, the initial program phase did not meet 

eligibility criteria. Instead, smaller, local grants were considered and outlined in Table 2. 

Available resources are sufficient to fund the P2L program.  
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CHAPTER SIX: DISSEMINATION PLAN 

Introduction 

Aspects of dissemination, including goals, target audiences, key messages, 

communication activities, and budget and evaluation plans are described in the following 

sections. Although students are the primary beneficiaries of the program, occupational 

therapy practitioners and preschool and kindergarten teachers are the primary and 

secondary recipients. A tertiary audience consists of program directors, school 

administrators, and parent groups. Plans to disseminate to program directors and school 

administrators focus on long-term benefits, best practices, and employee satisfaction. The 

message to Parent Teacher Association/Organizations (PTA/PTO) will be the importance 

of parent involvement in their children’s education and increased awareness regarding 

outcomes of the curriculum push-down, lack of play, and their effects academic careers.  

Dissemination Goals 

 The following goals assume the evaluation plan (Chapter Four) was completed 

and the P2L program launched.  

• Long-term goals (2 to 5 years) 

o Increase the number of teachers who participate in P2L program 

o Change curricula and state and national standards to a more 

developmentally appropriate curriculum with increased community 

awareness through teachers, program administrators, school districts, 

PTO/PTA, and state education agencies 

o P2L implemented in three states 
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• Short-term goals (6 months to 2 years) 

o Occupational therapy practitioners within the local school district will 

implement P2L within their assigned early childhood, preschool, and 

kindergarten campuses 

o Results of Pilots 1 and 2 will be disseminated to surrounding school 

districts and regional education services centers 

o P2L will be presented at regional conferences, cluster meetings for related 

service providers of Region 4, and the Texas Occupational Therapy 

Association (TOTA) conference 

o Occupational therapy practitioners will successfully implement P2L 

within their preschool and kindergarten classrooms. 

Target Audience 

A primary target audience of the Play2Learn program is school-based 

occupational therapists assigned to early childhood, preschool, and kindergarten 

campuses. They will be the key implementers and leaders of the 6-week course. The 

program will initially be aimed at occupational therapists in the greater Houston area and 

the State of Texas. As the program grows and develops, the audience will expand to 

surrounding metropolitan areas throughout Texas and eventually a national level.   

The secondary target audience of the P2L dissemination plan will be preschool 

and kindergarten teachers, who are the prime recipients of the program implemented by 

the campus-assigned occupational therapy practitioner. This target audience’s awareness 

and acceptance of P2L will be crucial to the program’s implementation. The teachers will 
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be expected to apply information learned in each module into their daily classroom 

routine.   

Finally, tertiary recipients of the dissemination plan will be program directors, 

school administrators, and the PTA/PTO. Approval from program directors and school 

administrators is imperative for P2L implementation. Parent groups will also be a focus 

of the dissemination plan because parents often want to be involved in their children’s 

education. They have a voice at school-board meetings and can raise awareness to other 

parents in the community, as well as to other important stakeholders on the local district’s 

school board. This group can assist in strengthening the relationship between teachers 

and parents with improved communication and can work with principals and other 

faculty to make improvements in the school.   

Key Messages 

The key messages are specific to each audience. The message for occupational 

therapy practitioners incorporates the benefits of P2L, including that it is easily 

implemented within the classroom because teachers will be taught strategies to increase 

play naturally within their daily schedules. The P2L easily relates to occupational therapy 

and its role within the school setting. This, in turn, allows practitioners to use P2L and 

justify time allotted for its implementation as on-campus support. Strategies taught to 

incorporate play can be applied easily to curriculum and justified as learning experiences. 

The program focuses on a child-driven and sequential development approach to promote 

building foundational skills for academic success.  

Key messages for the teachers of both preschool and kindergarten focus on 
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improvements in the children’s achievements and classroom behaviors. A major benefit 

of P2L is that it was developed to fit easily and seamlessly into the daily classroom 

routine. For example, classrooms often have academic centers that concentrate on core 

academic subjects where play can be naturally included. Teachers also will be 

encouraged to allow their class to attend recess and not revoke recess as a punitive 

measure. The P2L provides teachers individualized support and mentoring. The program 

allows them to work with each student at their developmental level towards individual 

progress. This is a desirable alternative to academic triaging and basing progress on state 

and national testing. Beyond the course tuition, no purchase is requiredteachers are 

encouraged to use equipment already in the classroom. In addition, with students 

engaging in more play, given freedom to explore, and taking needed breaks from 

academic instruction, they more likely will attend during instruction with fewer unwanted 

behaviors.  

Finally, the message for the tertiary audience will be directed towards parents and 

the PTA/PTO, as well as program directors and school administrators. Messages to 

parents and the PTA/PTO will include an explanation of the curriculum push-down, 

developmentally appropriate expectations, and advantages of learning through play such 

as skill development and student wellbeing. Messages for program directors and school 

administrators include better learning outcomes, curriculum-based enrichment, cost-

effective teacher training, happier teachers, and fewer behavioral issues in the classroom. 

Another potential outcome from the program may be improvement in national and state 

test scores, which will reflect positively on the school district. 
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Sources 

Primary Audience 

The TOTA is the state membership organization for occupational therapy 

practitioners. Monthly meetings are held throughout the six districts and at an annual 

conference typically in November. Through monthly meetings and networking, P2L can 

be introduced to local occupational practitioners. Presenting this continuing education 

course at the annual conference will also make the P2L accessible to practitioners in the 

State of Texas. The AOTA is a national association for occupational therapy practitioners 

and occupational therapy students. A poster will be presented at the annual AOTA 

conference or at the AOTA Children and Youth Specialty Conference. This poster can 

also be an outlet to disseminate the P2L program, making it available on a national level.  

Secondary Audience 

 To reach the secondary audience, various websites can be used to announce the 

program. Websites such as those of the Texas Education Agency and Texas Classroom 

Teacher Organization advertise available continuing professional education units, which 

are required for teachers to maintain certifications. Another website to promote P2L is 

Education Service Centers that serves 20 regions across Texas. The website offers 

professional development courses at convenient location and discounted rates.   

Tertiary Audience 

One of the best ways to reach parents and schools’ PTA/PTO is through groups 

such as the PTO Today and National Parent Teacher Organization. These sites post 

advertisements for programs and products related to school and academic success. School 
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administrators can be reached through the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals. This organization offers information regarding resources and best practices. 

Presenting at the Texas Elementary Principals and Supervisors Association may also be a 

way to introduce school administrators to P2L. Membership in the organization offers 

access to webinars and subscription to newsletter in which the program could be 

advertised. Facebook groups for preschool and elementary PTO/PTA and school 

administrators can also be a dissemination platform.  

Communication Activities 

The communication activities listed in Table 3 describe activities the author plans 

to take to reach each audience group. Activities, including written, electronic, and person-

to-person contact, will also be prioritized according to audience, time specifications, and 

the responsible party.  

  



 

 

68

Table 3. Dissemination activities 
Activity Target 

audience 
Description Priority/timing 

Written 
information 

All 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
All 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Article in occupational 
therapy magazine (e.g., 
OT Practice) and 
listserv OT Connections; 
postings to teacher, 
principal, and PTO/PTA 
websites.  
 
Author-created 
newsletters sent to 
subscribers 

Supplemental article for less formal OT magazines 
to make OT practitioners aware of the P2L 
program, written and submitted within one to two 
months Pilot 2 conclusion. 
 
 
 
 
Author will create a quarterly newsletter and email 
to all audiences subscribed to the program to update 
audiences on program results, implementation case 
studies, and any other relevant information 
regarding play, development, early childhood, 
legislation, etc. Subscribers will be encouraged to 
forward newsletters to potential participants. 
Newsletter will be initiated within the first year of 
P2L.  

Electronic/ 
social Media 

All 
 
 
 
 
 

Primary 

Website 
 
 
 
 
 
Facebook 

A website created using a graphic designer will 
allow all audiences to access information regarding 
the P2L program information and sign up for and 
request the program within various school districts.  
 
P2L can be advertised on various Facebook pages, 
such as Pediatric Occupational Therapists and 
School-based Occupational and Physical 
Therapists. These group allows members to 
post/discuss ideas, advice, continuing education, 
etc. 

Person-to-
Person 

Primary 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Primary, 
tertiary 

Conferences (TOTA, 
AOTA) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cluster meetings 

Poster presentations: 
-TOTA Mountain annual conference, submit 
according to conferences guidelines/timing.  
-AOTA Specialty conference, submit for poster 
presentation in June following Pilot 2 completion.  
-AOTA annual conference held in April submit 
according to guidelines/timing. 
Region 4 Education Service Center quarterly 
meetings with related service department heads and 
program directors: Short presentation allows the 
primary and tertiary audiences access to the P2L 
program within a region close to the author.  
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Budget 

The budget for the dissemination plan will include materials for poster 

presentations, handouts and brochures for attendees, website and graphic designer, time 

expenses for all areas, and possible travel expenses to conferences (Table 4).  

Evaluation 

 An evaluation will be conducted to determine how effective the dissemination 

plan was and if the target audiences were reached. The success of the dissemination plan 

will be measured using various components, including the number of occupational 

therapists and teachers applying P2L, presentations given, U.S. states P2L has reached, 

and subscriptions to the quarterly newsletter, as well as the increase in presence in social 

media platforms.  

First, the acceptance of articles in a journal or a magazine and proposals for poster 

presentations at conferences will assist in measuring successful dissemination. To 

determine if electronic media outlets are being used, the number of followers of the P2L 

Facebook page, as well as the number of comments, shares, and “likes” on various 

pediatric occupational therapy and school-based therapy pages will also be considered to 

determine the dissemination plan success. A platform analytics application will track 

website traffic and engagement. Successful dissemination will also reflect in the numbers 

of quarterly newsletter subscribers, visits to the website, and continuing education 

courses booked.  
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Table 4. Dissemination budget proposal 

Activity Cost Justification 

Written 
communication:  
 
Journal articles 
 

 
Newsletter 

 
 
 
$909.00a 

 
 
 
$727.20a 

 
 
 
Estimate 20 hours to complete final drafts of articles to submit to 
journal/magazine x $45.45/hr (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018).   
 
Estimate cost for author to create quarterly subscriber newsletter at 4 
hr/quarter x $45.45/hr x 4 quarters.  

Electronic Media: 
 
Website 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Facebook pages 

 
$168 
 
$0 
 
$454.50a 

 
 
$2,363.40a 

 
Website = $14.00/month x 12 months (Wix, n.d.).  
 
Google (n.d.) Analytics will be used to track website traffic. 
 
Estimate 10 hours to create the website using Wix templates x $45.45 
per hour.  
 
The author is a member and able to post to professional Facebook 
groups. Estimate $45.45/hr x 1hr/week x 52 weeks to post, respond 
to questions/comments and maintain P2L Facebook page.    

Person-to-person: 
 
Children & Youth 
specialty conference 
 
TOTA annual 
conference 

 
AOTA annual 
conference 

 
 
Cluster meetings 
 

 
 
Poster  
 
Information handout 

 
 
$325 
 
$1000 
 
$300 
 
 
$325 
 
$500 
 
$181.80a 

 
 
 
$100 
 
$110 

 
 
Conference registration cost.   
 
Travel to/from conferences and accommodations.  
 
Conference registration cost. No travel costs included because the 
conference is held near author’s residence.  
 
Conference registration cost. 
 
Travel to/from conference and accommodations. 
 
Estimate typical 4-hour meeting x $45.45/hr. Meetings are often held 
near school district; no travel costs will be required. 
 
Cost/time to create and present.  
 
Brochures/information page created to give to conference attendees 
and poster presentation visitors. Estimate 1000 color copies x 
$.11/copy (Staples, 2018)  

Total 
Final estimateb 

$7,463.90  
$2,828.00 

 

Note: aActual cost will be $0.00 because the activity will be completed by the author; 
bFinal estimate reflects actual cost of $0.00 for several line itemsa.
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Conclusion 

The dissemination plan is an integral component of this doctoral project. Its goal 

is to introduce the P2L program to the school-based community. Through this 

dissemination plan, occupational therapy practitioners, teachers, school administrators, 

program directors, and PTO/PTA will become aware of the P2L program. The program 

will be presented at various conferences and informational handouts given during poster 

presentations. Articles will be published in journals and magazines related to the target 

audiences. Social media will also provide target audiences with information regarding the 

benefits of P2L. Success will be measured by acceptance of presentations and numbers of 

informational handouts provided, social media followers, quarterly newsletter 

subscribers, and continuing education courses given.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

Education is one of the most important occupations through childhood into early 

adulthood and continues to be one of the most valued facets in the United States. This 

focus has led to changes in national policy and state standards making curriculum more 

rigorous. To meet current standards, states, school districts, program directors, 

administrators, and teachers have significantly altered the way education is delivered to 

students. National policies push students to be proficient in core academic areas to 

prepare for college and the workforce. School districts pressure staff to produce high test 

scores. Program directors and administrators place insurmountable pressure on teachers 

to teach their students to perform at a high level on state testing. As a result, teachers are 

altering what, how, and who they teach.  

The problem is that child developmental sequences and fundamental 

developmental milestones have not changed to support these academic expectations. 

With such a high concentration on academia to meet state testing standards, students’ 

days are spent at their desk focusing on academic tasks typically above their 

developmental abilities. However, students require the opportunity to develop, refine, and 

master foundational skills to participate actively in their learning. This foundation 

includes sensorimotor, cognition and processing, visual-perceptual, and social-emotional 

skills, which can be achieved through play (Bassok et al., 2016; Case-Smith, 2015). 

Children learn best through play applying their knowledge, practicing skill sets, and 

creating meaningful learning experiences. Teachers are often aware of the benefits of 

play, but they feel as though there is not enough time to allow play and still cover the 
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arduous curriculum. They may often implement quick and convenient breaks from 

learning, but these do not equate to play. Even though education has changed its 

standards to improve student academic performance, current solutions are only widening 

the academic achievement gap. 

The goal of this project was to understand the barriers to academic success and to 

develop an innovative solution to mitigate these challenges. An extensive literature 

review identified the best approach is to increase play in the classroom, allowing students 

to develop foundational skills for academic success. The result was the P2L program 

developed to reduce the gap between students’ developmental capacities and required 

academic performance. The P2L is designed to train occupational therapy practitioners on 

how to educate and mentor teachers to incorporate play within the classroom setting to 

promote natural development of foundational skills. The program focuses on enhancing 

teacher-participants’ knowledge and skills regarding child development, benefits of play, 

and strategies to justify and increase play within the classroom setting. Program directors 

and school administrators also will be trained on the benefits of permitting play within 

the classroom setting. The P2L provides opportunities for students to develop skills 

necessary for academic success while adhering to academic standards. The 6-week 

program includes six 50-minute interactive lectures, with expert mentoring, practical 

application, and follow-up observation.  

 Occupational therapy practitioners are often underutilized within the school 

setting, receiving referrals for handwriting and sensory processing. However, they could 

work with and provide intervention in many more performance areas. Occupational 
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therapists are trained to evaluate performance skills, patterns, contexts, environment, 

activity demands, and client factors. They assess development in such areas as adaptive, 

cognitive, communication, physical, and social-emotional domains to help students 

succeed in their environment (Clark et al., 2011). With implementation of the P2L 

program, occupational therapy can increase awareness of all other areas where 

occupational therapy services can benefit, not only for students receiving special 

education services, but also students in general education, teachers, and the environment.  

The P2L can change perceptions of how occupational therapy practitioners deliver 

services in the school setting. Currently, only students receiving special education 

services who also receive direct occupational therapy services are provided 

individualized basis using a “pull-out” (of the classroom) method. Instead, the P2L 

program can be provided to general education classrooms as a whole, reaching more 

students. Occupational therapy practitioners’ training in developmental theories and 

processes allows us to understand factors leading to the problem and offer 

developmentally appropriate solutions to positively affect more students and potentially 

eliminate future special education and occupational therapy referrals. Through this 

method, special education students are also included in all aspects of the academic day 

with their neuro-typically developing peers.  

The ESSA implementation affords an opportunity to transform interpretation of 

standards and change classroom organization to benefit students. Occupational therapists 

and other related service staff can lead workshops to train teachers and school 

administrators on appropriate developmental milestones and ways to foster skill 
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acquisition of life-long learners, as well as meet high academic expectations that support 

societal views and federal and state expectations.  

Another innovative feature of P2L is the availability of expert mentorship with 

observational feedback to ensure positive practical application of strategies learned. Most 

often, continuing education courses lack this aspect in their course delivery. With P2L, 

occupational therapy practitioners and teachers are able to discuss each week’s topic 

confidently and safely with peers and the instructor. Practitioners will then observe 

participating teachers applying the strategies they learned in the natural settings of their 

own classrooms and provide feedback on strengths of application and areas to modify 

strategies for improved outcomes. This strategy allows for carryover into the classroom 

setting and generalization to other subjects throughout the academic day. 

 The P2L has the potential to change how occupational therapy is viewed and 

services are provided in the school setting. It brings play back into younger grades to 

provide students the opportunity to build a strong foundation of skills in developmentally 

sequential order to prepare for rigorous academic demands. The program also has the 

potential to increase awareness that current standards are above students’ ability and 

advocate for developmentally appropriate policy changes.   

 In summary, this project aimed to decrease the gap between academic demands 

and students’ skills. Through P2L, occupational therapy can be reconceptualized within 

the school setting and transform how services are delivered to minimize this gap. The 

P2L program supports teachers to ensure strategies learned are applied to best support 



 

 

76

students, teachers, administrators and program directors. It has the potential to be widely 

disseminated and benefit young students nationally and internationally.  
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APPENDIX B 

SCHEDULE OF TOPICS 

Week 1: What is Play? Why is it Important? 

• Define play 

• What does play look like in the classroom? 

• Benefits of play and why it’s important 

Week 2: Risk Factors of Play: 

• Gender roles 

• Ethnicity 

• Socio-Economic Status 

• How time in the classroom is spent 
 

Week 3: Types of Play in the Classroom: 

• Structured Play 

• Unstructured play 

• Free play 

• Developmental Sequence of Play 

 

Week 4: Strategies and Justification for Play in the Classroom 

• Reading 

• Writing  

• Math 

• Social Studies  

• Science 

Week 5: How to be Playful with Students 

• Strategies on how to play with students 

• Discuss benefits of teachers contributing to the learning process.  

• Didactic learning versus scaffolding 

 

Week 6: Application of Play Strategies  

• Create your own center! 
Teachers create their own play center with description of strategies and 
how it applies to curriculum standards 
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APPENDIX C 

MODULE 4 EXAMPLE 
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                                Problem Activities  Outcomes 

                              Theory Outputs          
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Program Clients 

Students ages 4 to 6 

School admin (1) 

Program Director (1) 

Teachers (4)  

Occupational therapy staff 

(15) 

 

Program Resources 

Occupational therapist 

providing on-campus 

support through 

observations 

Teachers- training and 

collaboration for carry 

over of skills addressed  

Teacher/Admin training on 

developmental sequence 

and benefits of play in the 

school setting - 

presentation with slides 

printed 

 

External/Environmental Factors: (facility issues, economics, public health, politics, community resources, or laws and regulations) 

School/Admin. Approval of program, Teachers/parents willingness to participate in group interventions, facility resource including access to equipment (playground, 

sensory equipment, appropriate desks, chairs), time in classroom schedule, State Academic Standards, District policy on OT working with students not identified as 

special education 

Nature of the Problem 

Academic “push down”: 

children are expected to 

master skills earlier than 

was expected widening the 

academic achievement gap 

Students not given the 

opportunity to develop basic 

skills, which are a pre-

requisite for higher level 

skills 

 

Program Theory 

Using a combination of the 

Dynamic Systems Theory, 

developmental theory and 

Motor Learning Theory, 

students will be given the 

opportunity to develop the 

skills required for academic 

success 

Teaching/Learning theory to 

to train teachers and 

administrators on 

developmental sequences, 

how to identify development 

issues and promote 

development 

Interventions and Activities 

Teachers participate in 6 50-

minutes lectures followed by 

classroom observations to 

determine if teacher is 

implementing strategies. 
Feedback provided. 

Use teacher feedback and student 

behaviors/skills to modify group 

intervention 

Surveys and interviews completed 

at the completion of program 

Occupational therapy staff 

participate in lecture series- 

provide feedback 

Short-Term 

Outcomes 

# of students 

demonstrating 

improved 

participation in 

classroom activities  

# students attending 

to task for at least 10 

minutes 

# of students 

demonstrating 

progress in 

development of skills 

and integration 

# of teachers highly 

satisfied with training 

# of Occupational 

therapy staff 

implementing 

program on home 

campuses 

 

Intermediate Outcomes 

# of students showing 

improvement in grades 

and state standard 

requirements 

# of students 

demonstrating 

integration of skills into 

classroom activities 

 

Program Outputs 

# of teachers able to identify 

issues in development 

Educational manual for including 

play within the classroom 

# of teachers promoting of play 

skills within the classroom 

# of students displaying 

developmentally appropriate skills 

Long-Term 

Outcomes 

# of students exhibiting 

foundational skills required for 

academic success as demand 

increase.  

Increase in the amount of time 

allotted for play 

Changes in curriculum to be 

developmentally appropriate 

Develop new measures to 

assess student academic 

achievement 

!

Input/Resources 

APPENDIX D 
 

LOGIC MODEL 
  
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

96

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 

Academic success continues to be one of the highest priorities for the United 

States (Mackey, 2016). With such a tremendous focus on academics, changes made to 

laws governing public school systems require more accountability for students’ 

educational achievements. Accountability is measured through state and national testing 

to ensure students are performing at a proficient level in academic subjects. (Bassok et 

al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). The No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001 set a goal of having 100% of students proficient in both reading and mathematics 

by the 2013−2014 school year. Unfortunately, this goal was not met (Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2015). School district program directors, 

administrators, and teachers have made adjustments to assist students in meeting national 

and state criteria.  

State education agencies and school districts have changed the way they teach 

students. With more rigorous curriculum standards, often above students’ ability level, 

schools introduce students to possible testing information at younger ages to potentially 

increase scores during testing periods (Bassok et al., 2016; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen 

& Gaddis, 2015). They have increased time allotted during the school day for subjects 

that are tested, covering more material (Booher-Jennings, 2005; National Council of 

Teachers of English, 2014). Teachers have also changed core teaching concepts from 

student-focused to teaching to pass state and standardized testing and from teaching 

whole subjects to introducing information that could appear on testing. These changes 
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severely compromise education.  

These curriculum changes place much greater academic performance expectations 

placed on students than in the past. Students are expected to start preschool and 

kindergarten with a skill set that was previously taught during later school years (Gallant, 

2009). The problem is that students’ developmental structures required for academic 

success do not have the time and experiences to mature. For example, preschool students 

are expected to write words legibly, although they have not mastered the motor control of 

a pencil (Amundson, 2005; Texas Education Agency, 2015). The current academic 

expectations lead teachers to require children to spend the majority of their day engaged 

in tabletop activities and paper-and-pencil tasks seated at a desk (Gallant, 2009; Lust & 

Donica, 2011). This practice leaves less opportunity for students to engage in the 

sensorimotor and free-play activities essential to develop the skills needed for academic 

achievement.  

As a result, students may develop gaps in foundational skills and sensory-

processing necessary for classroom success. Foundational skills include sensorimotor, 

cognition and processing, visual-perceptual skills, and social-emotional skills (Bassok et 

al., 2016; Case-Smith, 2015). The lack of mastery of foundational skills, in turn, reduces 

students’ ability to succeed in more advanced academic skills including reading, writing, 

and mathematics (Amundson, 2005; Gallant, 2009). Play is important for developing 

attention, processing, cognition, and social-emotional skills (Tanta & Knox, 2015). 

Limitations in these skills may also reduce academic success. 

Various solutions have been used to remediate the problem of meeting academic 
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expectations and narrow the academic achievement gap. Commercially available 

sensorimotor solutions, such as Brain Gym (2016) and Learning Without Tears (n.d.), are 

effective, evidence-based, and theory-driven solutions. However, school districts may 

choose not to use these programs due to costs of training and products, time away from 

teaching, or lack of awareness that the programs exist. Educational solutions trialed 

include “triaging” students, causing teachers to educate students differently based on their 

capabilities (Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). Students who fall slightly below grade level often 

receive small-group instruction and individualized attention to remediate knowledge for 

passing test scores, whereas students above or significantly below grade-level do not 

receive the instruction they warrant (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Lauen & Gaddis, 2015). 

Play is another approach used. The Montessori Method allows students to discover and 

explore their environments, develop interest areas, and provide meaning to their learning. 

However, it can be an expensive and requires specialized training (Age of Montessori, 

n.d.). A common theme among all approaches that yielded positive results is a child-

driven, hands-on experiences using play to develop foundational skills for academia. 

Unfortunately, these approaches are not often executed in the United States. 

The Play2Learn Program 

The researcher developed the Play2Learn (P2L) program in response to needs 

identified in the educational setting to minimize the academic achievement gap by better 

preparing students to meet academic expectations. The program’s main premise is to use 

play as a learning tool with an educational approach to promote student academic 

success. Based on developmental theories, it is expected that as students enhance 
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foundational skills needed for academic success, they will succeed in meeting the 

rigorous classroom demands. The goal of P2L is to train teachers on the sequential 

development of skills so they can create opportunities for students to learn through play. 

It was designed to be delivered to occupational therapy practitioners, who in turn instruct 

teachers in their school districts.  

The P2L is a 6-week program that includes six educational modules on defining 

play and its benefits, risk factors of play, strategies and justification for play, how to be 

playful with students, and application of play strategies. Program delivery includes 50-

minute interactive lectures, expert mentoring, and practical application for each module. 

Practitioners will observe teachers applying the P2L lessons in the classroom to ensure 

they use the strategies and to assist them with practical application to improve carryover 

of the modules.  

The objective of P2L is for teachers to use play within the classroom setting 

confidently and effectively to promote learning, including adapting a familiar lesson to 

make it developmentally appropriate and playful, while justifying how it aligns with the 

curriculum. Ultimately, the program offers to enhance student academic performance and 

improve behavior, attention, sensorimotor skills, social-emotional skills, language, 

processing, and cognition. The desired long-term outcomes of this program are to 

increase play during the school day, change curriculum design to be more 

developmentally appropriate, develop new ways to assess student performance, and 

educate all students regardless of their academic abilities.  
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Evaluation Plan 

To promote knowledge and application of information and strategies learned 

throughout the modules, an evaluation plan will identify P2L’s effectiveness, relevance, 

efficiency, and impact. It uses formative evaluation to determine if the program is being 

implemented as intended and meeting established goals and objectives (Niemeyer & 

Duddy, 2016). Specifically, the purpose of this formative evaluation plan is to determine 

if the P2L program is appropriate for preschool and kindergarten teachers to integrate 

play in their classroom to promote academic success. The author will use a presentation 

program to provide results to stakeholders and participants, including a summary of 

findings and recommendations on the next steps to launch the program successfully.  

Funding and Dissemination 

 

The P2L program was designed to be cost-effective. Modules will be conducted 

during staff-development meetings, and occupational therapy practitioners can document 

their time as “on-campus support.” Teachers will be encouraged to use equipment and 

tools already in place in the classroom, keeping costs low for their districts. Participants 

will receive a booklet with modules and other available resources required to implement 

P2L successfully.   

The dissemination plan is an integral component of P2L to increase awareness.  

Target audiences include occupational therapy practitioners working on preschool and 

kindergarten campuses, preschool and kindergarten teachers, school district program 

directors and administrators, and PTA/PTO. The program will be submitted for 

presentation, including at the Texas Occupational Therapy Association, American 



 

 

101

Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA), and AOTA Children and Youth Specialty 

conferences and informational handouts given during poster presentations at the 

conferences. Articles describing the program will be submitted for publication in teacher 

and occupational therapy trade journals. Social media will provide target audiences with 

information regarding the benefits of P2L. A quarterly newsletter with program updates, 

current policy, success stories, and other resources available will be sent to subscribers, 

past program participants and those interested in the program. Success will be measured 

by the number of registered learners and instructors.  

Conclusion 

Learning and participating in school activities is an important occupation for all 

children across the globe. As occupational therapists, our goal is to enhance participation 

in meaningful occupations, including learning. Our training in developmental theories 

and processes allows us to understand the factors leading to the problem and offer 

developmentally appropriate solutions. Play is one of the best, most developmentally 

appropriate solutions for students to develop the skills they need to meet academic 

expectations. The P2L is driven by developmental theories and uses systems theories to 

explain the problem and solutions. Information presented to teachers is evidence-based 

and incorporates best practice elements in both occupational therapy and teaching. The 

program has the potential to benefit preschool and kindergarten students across the nation 

by enhancing foundational skills required for learning. 
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FACT SHEET 

  

 
 

The Problem 
 

• 20% of schools have decreased the amount time for recess2 
• Kindergarten students spend up to 46% of the school day seated at their table5 
• Time allotted for unstructured play: Kindergarten 5% Preschool 35%4 
• Over 40% of teachers report low flexibility in curricular decisions  
• 25% and 29% of students who were performing proficiently in reading and 

math fell below grade level with the increase of standards 
 

 
 

Role of Occupational Therapy  
Occupational therapy practitioners have training in developmental sequence. They 
are able to support academic achievement and non-academic areas (recess, self-
help, vocational, participation) and assist students with and without disabilities to 
participate in learning and appropriate developmental activities within their natural 
school setting.1, 3 

Societal)views)desire)educational)excellence

National and)state)policy)and)standards)become)more)
demanding

School)administrators and)program)directors)adapt)
curriculum

Teachers)enhance)academic)hours)at)expense)of)
developmental)activities, recess,)and)ancillary)classes

Preschool and)kindergarten)students)are)unable)to)
develop)foundational)skills)and)at)risk)of)falling)behind)
academically

Play2Learn: Promoting 
Learning Through Play 

During the Academic Day 
 

Meghan Daley, MS, OTR/L 
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Solution: Play2Learn 
  

 
Play2Learn Content 

1. Defining Play and Its Importance for Development and Academic Success 
2. Identify Risk Factors of Play: Gender Roles, Ethnicity, Socio-Economic Status  
3. Types of Play in the Classroom Setting 
4. Strategies and Justification for Play in the Classroom 
5. How to be Playful with Students: Taking a Step Back 
6. Application of Play Strategies 

 
Benefits  

• Play promotes development of foundational academic skills 
• Play is motivating for students and can promote meaningful learning experiences 
• Easy to implement within the classroom setting and aligned with curriculum 
• Low cost for practitioners and classroom teachers 
• Teachers and OTs earn continuing education/professional development units 
References: 
1. AOTA, (2016), Fact sheets: Occupational therapy in the school settings. Retrieved from 

https://www.aota.org/~/media/Corporate/Files/AboutOT/Professionals/WhatIsOT/CY/Fact-
Sheets/School%20Settings%20fact%20sheet.pdf 

2. Center for Public Education (2008). Time out: Is recess in danger? Retrieved from http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-
Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-out-Is-recess-in-danger 

3. Clark, G.F., Jackson, C., Polichino, J., & the Commission on Practice (2011). Occupational therapy services in early childhood and school-
based settings. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 65, S46-S54. Doi: 10.5014/ajot.2011.65S46\ 

4. Dixon, S. D. (2013). How children spend their time in preschool: Implications for our practice. Retrieved from 
/www.iidc.indiana.edu/styles/iidc/defiles/ecc/ecc_teacherchildinteractions_time_curriculum.pdf 

5. Lust, C. A., & Donica, D. K. (2011). Research Scholars Initiative—Effectiveness of a handwriting readiness program in Head Start: A two-
group controlled trial. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 65, 560–568. doi: 10.5014/ajot.2011.000612 

Occupational+therapy+practitioners+will+receive+training+to+work+
with+preschool+and+kindergarten+teachers+in+a+six7week+

program+to+include+play+within+the+classroom+schedule+and+
relate+it+to+the+curriculum

Teachers+will+learn+various+
strategies+to+incorporate+play+

into+the+daily+classroom+
schedule+and+ways+to+justify+
play+to+the+curriculum+and+

current+standards

Teachers+will+receive+a+weekly+
observation+from+occupational+
therapy+practitioner+for+hands+

on+experience+and+close+
mentorship
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