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Executive Summary 

 

 

Background: Known for the protection it affords children with disabilities, the federal 

statute, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 2004, also provides Local 

Education Agencies (LEA) funding to support general education students that may be at 

risk of or are demonstrating difficulty within their educational programming.  Response to 

Intervention (RtI) is one such framework commonly used in school districts around the 

country to provide multi-tiered support to at-need general education students to facilitate 

their successful participation in their academic programming.  

Purpose:  The purpose of this study was to learn what occupational-therapy performance 

skills kindergarten teachers saw as areas of concern in children entering the educational 

setting and what types of support from occupational therapists kindergarten teachers 

would prefer were occupational therapy (OT) services available as a RtI Tier I 

intervention in the study’s school system.   

Theoretical Framework. The Occupational Therapy Performance and Framework: 

Domain and Process 4th edition (OTPF-4) (American Occupational Therapy Association 

[AOTA], 2020) and the Person-Environment-Occupation-Performance model by Bass et 

al. (2017) are the theoretical frameworks that guided this study.  

Methods.  Semi-structured interviews were completed for this qualitative, 

phenomenological study with participants from a convenience sample.  A list of 

performance skills (i.e. cognitive, fine motor, gross motor, sensory, and visual perception) 

was provided to participants for use during the interview to facilitate consistent wording 

used among participants.  Interviews were audio-visually recorded, transcribed, and coded 

for categories and themes.  



Results.  Although the general education kindergarten teachers in this study reported 

limited knowledge of and limited exposure to occupational therapy services, they 

discussed that OT-related performance skills were areas of concern for incoming 

kindergarten students, with cognition and fine motor being the two greatest areas.  

Following directions and listening/attending, as well as using scissors and developing 

pencil grasps were the skills most frequently discussed.  If made available in the school 

district, kindergarten teachers reported they would be receptive to OT support in their 

classrooms for student-specific input, modeling, and feedback, learning opportunities 

during or after the school day, and provision of resources and materials.   

Conclusions: Existing literature provides efficacy of OT services as a RtI intervention 

provider.  This study provides evidence that kindergarten teachers see OT-related 

performance areas as important skills for kindergarten students’ successful participation in 

their academic programming, supports the premise that occupational therapy can play an 

important role in general education kindergarten students’ academic success through RtI 

services, and indicates the need for increasing understanding of occupational therapy’s 

role in the school-based setting among general education educators. 
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Section One: Nature of Project and Problem Identification 

 

 Kindergarten in the United States has changed greatly since its introduction by 

Margarethe Schurz in 1856 (Fromberg, 2006).  In its early days, kindergarten was built 

around activities of play and nurture of the young child.  From the 1930’s through the 

1950’s, kindergarten evolved toward a socialization-centered model that “offered children 

direct environmental experiences, respected children’s developmental needs, and provided 

opportunities for children to make choices and play” (Fromberg, 2006, p. 69).  The 

beginnings of what kindergarten resembles today began in the late 1990’s with 

governmental push for more formal academic instruction (Fromberg, 2006; Larner, 2014).  

Passage of the federal act No Child Left Behind in 2001 and its replacement in 2015 with 

the Every Student Succeeds Act have had marked influence on the kindergarten classroom 

of today (Curwood, 2007; Strauss, 2016).  Gone are the days of Play-Doh® and dress up, 

macaroni art and finger painting, activities that taught a range of developmental skills 

under the guise of play.  Today’s kindergarten experience is tightly structured blocks of 

time with academic focus on math and reading and standard testing of progress (Bassok, 

Latham, & Rorem, 2016).   

 The academic demands for children today can be challenging for students with or 

without previous structured learning experiences such as preschool or a structured child-

care program such as Head Start (Nye & Sood, 2020).  Children with special needs have 

educational protections, including program accommodations, under the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 2004 (Dragoo, 2019).  IDEA is a federal statute that 

ensures students with special needs access to a free and appropriate public education and 

necessary special education and any needed related services such as occupational therapy, 
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physical therapy, and/or speech therapy.  In addition to special education funding, IDEA 

also provides federal funding to local education agencies (LEA) to provide supportive 

services to general education students who demonstrate a need, such as struggling general 

education students or students at risk of falling behind (Dragoo, 2019).  This funding is 

allocated within Coordinated Early Intervening Services.  Response to Intervention (RtI) 

is one such supportive approach commonly used around the country.  RtI is a multi-tiered 

system that provides successive levels of support for children that have academic or 

behavioral problems impacting their performance in the general educational setting 

(Dragoo, 2019).  This researcher works in a school-based setting in which occupational 

therapists can only provide services to kindergarten students with special education 

programming but are often asked by general education teachers for suggestions and 

strategies to help their students struggling with poor social, emotional, and physical skills.  

These teachers frequently request ideas regarding fine motor skills, visual perceptual 

skills, attentional skills, and behavior.  This researcher completed a needs assessment prior 

to initiating this study to determine what OT-related areas of need teachers perceived as 

common among starting kindergarten students, which areas were of most concern to 

kindergarten teachers, and how kindergarten teachers would prefer OT assistance if it 

were made available through RtI programming.  The data gave insight to surveyed 

kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of skills sets that may pose challenges to some 

students’ academic progress versus skills sets that many young children struggle with 

developmentally as they enter the academic setting.  It was this researcher’s interpretation 

that skill areas kindergarten teachers ranked as more concerning to them were areas in 

which they had less knowledge.  Specifically, teachers identified concerns with motor 
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development and behavior management (that is to say, behavior management for 

behaviors beyond the bounds of developmental behaviors).  Based on the needs 

assessment data, this researcher proposed that other general education kindergarten 

teachers in the school district may be concerned about the fine motor development of the 

regular education students in their classrooms.  They may also have concerns about 

student attention skills, behavior skills, and visual perceptual skills but not necessarily to 

the same extent. 

Problem Statement 

 General education kindergarten teachers in this study’s school system do not have 

access to occupational therapy services for support of their students who do not have an 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) or a Section 504 Plan. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to determine what assistance kindergarten teachers 

want from district occupational therapists to facilitate general education students’ success 

were OT services available within RtI Tier I interventions.  This study sought teachers’ 

perceptions of the following: 1. OT-related student skills that pose challenges for 

kindergarten students; 2. Identification of which skills are of most concern to kindergarten 

teachers; and 3. If available, how kindergarten teachers would prefer occupational 

therapists to support them. 

 The Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and Process 4th edition 

(OTPF-4) defines the domain of OT (AOTA, 2020).  The document defines OT as “the 

therapeutic use of everyday life occupations with persons, groups, or populations (i.e., the 

client) for the purpose of enhancing or enabling participation” (AOTA, 2020, p. 1).  
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Occupational therapists are uniquely trained to assess the needs of the client, their desired 

occupation, and the environment in which the occupation will be completed to facilitate 

the client’s engagement in personally meaningful activities (AOTA, 2020).  In the school 

setting, occupational therapists support students’ access to their educational environment 

and facilitate students’ participation in their educational programming.  Occupational 

therapists support school-based occupational performance skills such as motor skills (e.g. 

bilateral integration, motor planning, separation of the hand, refined pinch, etc.) and 

cognitive skills (e.g. problem solving, organization, task initiation, sequencing, etc.).  

These occupational performance skills are instrumental in a student’s academic success. 

Theoretical Framework 

 For young people, the role of student is often a major life occupation (AOTA, 

2016).   For students needing additional assistance to successfully navigate all the 

demands of the educational setting, occupational therapists can provide support to the 

student and to staff (AOTA, 2016).  For example, a student is influenced by life 

experiences or the absence of experience as it pertains to a certain school-related 

occupation.  The desired school-related occupation can vary from simple to complex and 

require no skill or many.  The school environment in which the student engages in the 

occupation has a strong influence on the occupation in that it can facilitate or hinder the 

student’s ability to successfully engage in the desired occupation.  The convergence of 

these three concepts influences the student’s occupational performance.  The profession of 

OT adheres to an occupation-based paradigm guiding the delivery of services to clients in 

a variety of settings.  The Person-Environment-Occupation-Performance (PEOP) model is 

one framework for the delivery of occupational therapy services.  The PEOP model guides 
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occupational therapists’ “decision making, clinical reasoning, and professional awareness 

to address problems that disrupt occupational performance from an evidence-based, client-

centered perspective” (Cole & Tufano, 2020, p. 128).  

Significance of the Study 

 Healthy People 2030 states, “Childhood is a critical period of growth and 

development — and a child’s experiences, behaviors, and health problems can have long-

term impacts” (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020).  Supporting 

students’ successful participation in their academic programming is the main premise of 

RtI.  Occupational therapists, as service providers in the school setting, are poised to have 

tremendous impact on student success through RtI if there is understanding of OT’s role 

and scope in the school setting and endorsement of occupational therapists as RtI 

providers by LEAs.  Teachers have stated that support from OT for development of 

performance skills in general education kindergarten students would be beneficial.  The 

following section explores the unique qualification of occupational therapists and the 

strengths occupational therapists bring in support of these students in the educational 

environment. 
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Section 2: Literature Review 

Occupational Therapy’s Distinct Value 

 Occupational therapists are uniquely qualified to support students’ participation in 

the educational environment (AOTA, 2012; AOTA, 2016).  Students’ successful 

engagement in the school setting is dependent upon many factors.  Occupational therapists 

are trained to examine the student and their environment though an occupational lens to 

determine what factors improve or impede the student’s performance in a specific setting.  

Facilitating occupational performance is at the core of OT’s profession (AOTA, 2014; 

AOTA, 2017; AOTA, 2020; College of Occupational Therapists, 2016; Turner & Alsop, 

2015).  Supporting a student’s physical assess to appropriate classroom seating, providing 

strategies for enhanced work quality and quantity, and presenting staff education 

opportunities regarding the use of calming and attending strategies in the classroom are 

examples of the scope of service occupational therapists can provide in the school setting 

(AOTA, 2014; AOTA, 2020).   

Occupational Therapy-Related Performance Skills and Student Success 

 Analyzing factors impacting occupation allows occupational therapists to view the 

“why,” the skill sets influencing a student’s difficulty with a task.  Literature regarding 

OT-related skill sets and the academic benefits of a student’s proficiency with them is 

plentiful.  Strong fine motor skills in kindergarten students have been shown to positively 

influence students’ academic success in areas such as reading comprehension and letter 

and word identification, as well as be a predictor for academic success in future grades 

(Camron et al., 2012; Manfra et al., 2020; Roebers et al., 2014; Suggate et al., 2019).  

More specifically, grapho-motor skills (i.e. the ability to copy from a model) directly 
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influence student achievement in emergent reading and writing skills (Suggate et al., 

2016; Suggate et al., 2018).  Visual perceptual skills also play a role in students’ 

successful participation in their academic programming.  Visual spatial integration tasks 

(e.g. the ability to look at an image and reproduce it on paper) are a strong predictor of 

student academic success in math and written expression in young children (Carlson et al., 

2013).  Additionally, occupational therapists can have impactful interactions with teachers 

to support the development of their students’ fine motor, grapho-motor, and visual spatial 

skills (Carlson et al., 2013; Gerde et al., 2014; Suggate et al. 2019).   

Occupational Therapists and RtI 

 As discussed earlier, RtI is a multi-tiered system many school districts use to 

provide successive levels of support for children having academic or behavioral problems 

impacting their performance in the general educational setting (Dragoo, 2019; Preston et 

al., 2016).  Occupational therapists are already present in the school setting, a setting that 

is struggling with greater demands and fewer resources (Sullivan & Castro-Villarreal, 

2013).  Including them as RtI providers effectively utilizes in-house professionals who 

have knowledge of the school setting and curriculum and have the skills to provide 

evidence-based interventions to students in need (Ball, 2018; Bazyk et al., 2009; Ohl et al., 

2013; Koelbl et al., 2016).  Literature shows occupational therapists who provide services 

through RtI programming support students in the areas of fine motor skills, handwriting, 

self-help skills, self-regulation, and self-management (Cahill, 2010; Koelbl et al., 2016; 

Ohl et al., 2013).  There are barriers to occupational therapists providing services within 

the RtI framework such as lack of resources, lack of administrative support, and lack of 

knowledge regarding occupational therapists’ scope of practice (Cahill et al., 2014).  
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However, when permitted to do so, occupational therapists have contributed to the process 

of providing additional support to teachers and students for the benefit of academic 

success for students found in need (Cahill et al., 2014; Clark et al., 2013; Ohl et al., 2013).   

Kindergarten Teachers’ Perceptions of Need 

 There is literature examining kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of academic 

expectations, student readiness, and their own level of knowledge to implement today’s 

classroom standards (Lin et al., 2003; Nye & Sood, 2018; Otaiba et al, 2019).  Teachers’ 

needs as they pertain to OT are documented as well.  Teachers want to collaborate with 

occupational therapists regarding students in their classrooms (Benson et al., 2016; Bolton 

& Plattner, 2020; Nye & Sood, 2018; Truong & Hodgetts, 2017).  Additionally, they are 

requesting more student-specific support and feedback opportunities (Nye & Sood, 2018; 

Truong & Hodgetts, 2017).  Teachers have asked for more opportunities to collaborate 

with occupational therapists, not only to receive information but to also convey 

information regarding the student and their specific needs within the classroom (Morris, 

2013).  

Occupational Therapist and Teacher Collaboration 

 Examination of the collaborative process between the occupational therapist and 

the teacher is well documented in the literature.  The need for clear communication 

between the professionals is essential to the working relationship and a positive impact on 

student performance (Barnett & O’shaughnessy, 2015; Benson et al., 2016; Morris, 2013).  

Communicating the needs of the student, the expectations within the classroom, and the 

educational goals for the student is important to the process.  Clarifying terminology that 

may be unfamiliar to the listener and ensuring a reciprocal understanding is also 
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important.  However, the collaborative process requires time, and this is often a barrier to 

effective collaborative interactions (Casillas, 2010; Morris, 2013; Shasby & Schneck, 

2011).  Teachers have limited time for collaboration due to the rigidity of their classroom 

schedule; it is interdependent on the overall school’s schedule.  The occupational therapist 

meanwhile is likely an itinerant staff member and only at the school on a certain day or at 

certain times.  Poor communication and limited time can significantly influence 

collaboration, but lack of understanding of OT’s role and scope in the school setting 

affects the foundations of the occupational therapist-teacher collaboration system.  Studies 

over the last decade show that limited understanding of the OT’s role and the scope of 

services that occupational therapists can provide in the school setting is a continuing 

shortcoming in the occupational therapist-teacher dynamic (Benson et al., 2016; Bolton & 

Plattner, 2020; Bradley et al., 2020; Casillas, 2010; Huang et al., 2011; Truong & 

Hodgetts, 2017). 

Summary 

 Literature within this review examined factors influencing student success such as 

fine motor skills and teacher resources.  Also discussed was evidence of the value 

occupational therapists bring to the school setting as RtI providers and as collaborators 

with general education kindergarten teachers, addressing the teacher-reported needs in 

respect to student skill areas of development and classroom programming.  Social, 

emotional, and physical skills are equally important areas in a child’s development and 

successful participation in the school setting.  School-based occupational therapists are 

uniquely qualified to support the development of these skills and have an understanding of 

them within the context of the academic setting (AOTA, 2014).  These articles provide a 
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glimpse of the evidence for the impact student performance skills have on student 

achievement, as well as the role occupational therapists can play in supporting 

kindergarten teachers and student achievement through RtI programming.      
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Section 3: Methods 

Study Design 

 This capstone study used a qualitative, phenomenological approach to examine 

teachers’ perception of OT-related performance areas that affect their students’ successful 

engagement in the kindergarten setting as well as teachers’ needs to gain understanding of 

OT’s role in the school setting and how occupational therapists can support them in the 

development of students’ performance skills.  Qualitative studies, especially 

phenomenological studies, allow the researcher the ability to learn how the subject 

experiences a phenomenon and the impact it has on the individual (Bonnel & Smith, 2018; 

Neubauer et al., 2019).  A face-to-face, semi-structured interview was the tool used to 

gather information from eight general education kindergarten teachers to better understand 

how occupational therapists can support students in the general education kindergarten 

setting.  The researcher used the interview to gather information regarding predominant 

performance skills areas of child development that may influence a student’s success in 

the kindergarten classroom. 

Setting 

 At the inception of this study, the interviews were anticipated to be in person and 

at the teachers’ schools.  With the changes in social climate due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, the setting for the interviews changed to virtual.  Participants were able to meet 

with the researcher virtually at a location of convenience to them to participate in the 

interviews.  Interviews were conducted outside of participant work hours as set forth in the 

study research application to the teachers’ school (Appendix C), and participants 

participated from their classrooms or from their homes. 
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Participants 

 This study was dependent upon input from kindergarten teachers familiar with the 

study’s school system and familiar with the system’s kindergarten programming.  

Participants in this study met inclusion criteria as follows: a) participants in this study 

were general education kindergarten teachers from the school district, b) participants were 

currently teaching kindergarten, and c) teachers had five or more years of kindergarten 

teaching experience.  Study participant exclusion criteria was as follows: a) individuals 

not employed by the school district, b) substitute general education kindergarten teachers, 

and c) kindergarten teachers with less than 5-years of teaching experience in general 

education kindergarten.   

 This study recruited participants from one of the 120 largest school districts in the 

United States (U.S. Department of Education, 2020).  General education kindergarten 

teachers from this district were invited to participate in this study.  The nature of this study 

required a convenience sampling of participants.  As mentioned above, participants were 

purposefully invited based on their specific knowledge of the school district, the district’s 

kindergarten educational framework, and historical knowledge of student needs in that 

kindergarten setting (Bonnel & Smith, 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Taylor & 

Kielhofner, 2017).  Email addresses were determined from the school system’s public 

website under a system-wide, staff directory search for kindergarten teachers.  Of the 

listed 254 kindergarten teachers, 247 were contacted using the district’s email system.  

The school district uses first and last names in the employee’s email address; successive 

emails with same first and last name are given a numerical tag (e.g. jane.smith2, 

jane.smith3, etc.).  The search for participant email addresses listed six potential 
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kindergarten teachers with the same first and last names as other employees within the 

district.  Those kindergarten teachers were not sent emails due to the researcher having no 

means to confirm name/email with job title.  One teachers’ email was inadvertently 

omitted from the master email list.  After the first email study invitation distribution, the 

researcher received three replies agreeing to participate in the study.  One week later, a 

second email of study invitation distribution resulted in an additional six teachers agreeing 

to participate.   

Method 

 The researcher initiated face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with nine 

kindergarten teachers from the school district.  According to Taylor and Kielhofner 

(2017), this method affords the researcher more control over the structure of the interview 

by including both fixed-response and open-ended questions, and the data collected from 

this format can provide more detail than that collected through a survey or questionnaire.  

Data collection through interviews presents limitations as well.  These include responses 

that may not be relevant to the information sought and the significant time required to 

analyze and code responses (Taylor & Kielhofner, 2017).  Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

also address that information gained in the interview format is subject to the participant’s 

understanding of the topic of the study and their ability to discuss the topic in a 

meaningful way.   

 All participants, upon confirmation of a scheduled interview, received, via email, a 

brief description of occupational performance skills common to the school setting (see 

Appendix G).   Because some participants reported they did not have the provided 

description of skills at hand for reference at the time of the interview, the skills list was 
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resent via email.  The interview was composed of 13 questions, with six questions 

discussing basic demographic information of the participant and seven questions 

addressing specific classroom information (see Appendix F).  The researcher followed an 

interview protocol as suggested by Creswell and Creswell (2018).  A printed list of 

interview questions guided the researcher during each interview.  This assisted with 

consistency of the presentation of questions and the overall interview process among 

participants.  The list also allowed for note taking of responses and interesting anecdotal 

information obtained during the interview.  In addition to the notes taken, the interviews 

were audio-visually recorded to ensure accurate recount of the responses. permanently 

deleted the recordings from electronic storage after coding.  The researcher then 

transcribed each interview, facilitating coding of content.  Coding organizes the responses 

into categories, such as words or phrases, for analysis of trends and themes in a manner 

relating to the study’s purpose (Bonnel & Smith, 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Kielfohner & Taylor, 2017).  After coding, the recordings were permanently deleted from 

electronic storage.  The researcher used reflective journaling in the research process as 

well.  This guided the researcher to record presumed areas of need, anecdotal information 

regarding the participants and their responses beyond the scope of the interview questions, 

and notation of unexpected themes identified during and after the interview process.  

Ethical Considerations 

 All research requirements of the university and the school district, including 

institutional review board (IRB) applications were completed (Workman, Kielhofner, and 

Taylor, 2017; Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  IRB approval was given by the researcher’s 

university of study and the school district employing the participants.  The researcher 
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works in the same school district as the participants, and one participant was known to the 

researcher.  Although the researcher provides OT services at the participant’s school, the 

researcher had not worked with students in the participant’s classroom.  All participants 

were assigned numbers (no names) for coding, with information anonymized in the 

discussion of the findings.  As part of the interview introduction, information was 

provided to each participant including an explanation of the study, participant’s 

opportunity to provide informed consent, and explanation of procedure to ensure 

participants’ anonymity.  Informed consent was obtained for all participants (Appendix 

B).  Research materials from this study are securely stored at the researcher’s university of 

study.   
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Section 4: Results and Discussion 

Results 

 Analysis of the participants’ responses provided valuable information regarding 

OT-supported needs general education kindergarten teachers have in their classrooms.  Of 

the nine participants agreeing to participate in the study, eight met inclusion criteria.  The 

interviews ranged from 15 to 31 minutes in length.  Participating teachers represented 

seven schools across the district to include schools from the north, south, east, and west of 

the school district, with three schools located in the inner city of the district.  Additional 

demographic information obtained revealed four teachers were teaching in Title I schools.  

An additional demographic unique to the present social climate was two teachers were 

conducting their classes exclusively through virtual teaching.  Use of the virtual platform 

is new to the district, imposed because of the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic.  Its impact on the 

educational environment and unique challenges to both the teacher and the students are 

outside the scope of this study but may have influenced the participant responses.  

Teachers reported their classroom size ranged from as few as 10 students for a teacher 

teaching virtually to 22 students for an in-person classroom.  Teachers had teaching 

experience ranging from six years to 30 years in general and six years to 27 years teaching 

kindergarten.  Of all participants, three reported having taught in schools systems others 

than the system of study.   

Familiarity with Occupational Therapy Services 

 Among the information collected, participants reported about their familiarity with 

OT services in the school setting and of how they came to learn about school-based OT.  

Interview questions included possible sources of learning about school-based OT (see 
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Appendix F), including through their academic preparation for teaching, through 

continuing education opportunities, and through formal or informal informational in-

services within the school system of study.  The main acquisition of understanding of 

OT’s role in the school setting came from the setting itself (see Figure 1).  All participants 

reported their understanding of OT’s role in the school setting as well as the supports and 

strategies occupational therapists provide to students and staff came from experience with 

therapists supporting special education students in their classroom or through their 

attendance at Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings.  All participants reported 

having had a special education student in their classroom at some point who received OT 

services.  Collaboration with the occupational therapist and the suggestions and strategies 

recommended for the student added to the kindergarten teachers understanding of OT’s 

role in the school setting.  Additionally, federal law requires school systems to review and 

update a student’s IEP a minimum of one time yearly (Dragoo, 2019).  A grade-level-

specific general education teacher is required to attend the meetings to provide 

information to the IEP team regarding the grade-level curriculum and opportunities for 

and expectations of a child in that setting, however, the teacher in attendance is not 

necessarily the student’s general education teacher.  Several teachers reported frequent 

attendance in IEP meetings as the general education kindergarten teacher representative.  

Their attendance resulted in them gaining knowledge of OT’s role with special education 

students.  Teachers reported learning about performance area skills and specific supports 

and strategies when the occupational therapist made recommendations to the student’s IEP 

team.    
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Figure 1  

Acquisition of Familiarity with Occupational Therapy’s Role and Services in the School 

Setting 

 

 

Performance Areas of Concern 

 Beyond information about teachers’ knowledge of OT services, interview 

questions addressed performance skills areas teachers observe as challenges for incoming 

kindergarten students and asked them to identify which performance skills they found 

most significant.  Of the five performance skill areas listed and described for participants 

(Appendix G), each was mentioned by at least one teacher (see Figure 2).  A few teachers 

mentioned gross motor, sensory, and visual perceptual issues occasionally seen as areas of 

need but reported these were not frequently issues for their general education students.  

Other teachers considered some of the performance skills areas as defined by the list 

provided (e.g. visual perception-writing letters of name without a model) a part of the 

kindergarten curriculum and were considered expected areas of need with incoming 

students.  However, all reported that cognitive skills and fine motor skills were significant 
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areas of need in incoming general education kindergarten students.  Of the cognitive skill 

concerns noted in their kindergarten students, all participants reported following directions  

Figure 2 

Occupational Therapy-Related Student Skills that Pose Challenges for Kindergarten 

Students 

 

Figure 3 

Specific Cognitive Skills Reported as Areas of Concern  
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was of most concern, followed by seven of eight participants reporting listening/attending, 

and one of eight reporting organization as a concern (see Figure 3).  The fine motor skill 

most teachers mentioned incoming students struggle with is use of scissors (see Figure 4).  

All eight participants stated that students are lacking scissor skills, from incorrect grasp of 

the scissors to awkward positioning of the cutting hand (e.g. upside down and backward).  

Other fine motor skills teachers reported impacting students’ participation in the 

classroom were students’ pencil grasps and their self-help skills, such as washing hands, 

tying shoes, and managing clothing fasteners.  

Skill of Greatest Concern 

 This researcher hypothesized that teachers would report fine motor skills as their 

main performance skill area of concern.  However, more teachers specifically reported 

cognitive skills as their predominant area of concern, with fine motor skills as the second 

area.  Five of eight teachers said incoming students’ cognitive skills were of most concern 

to them; three teachers stated that the fine motor skills demonstrated by incoming 

kindergarteners were most concerning to them (see Figure 5). 

Preference for Occupational Therapy Support 

 All participants reported they would be receptive to support from an occupational 

therapist as a Tier I provider (see Figure 6).  Teachers also commented on additional ways 

occupational therapists could provide assistance to the general education kindergarten 

classroom.  In-service opportunities during teachers’ Professional Learning Community 

(PLC) times or after work hours was agreeable to some of the teachers.  Reference 

materials and handouts were also acceptable to the teachers as a means of support.   
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Figure 4 

Specific Fine Motor Skills Reported as Areas of Concern   

 

Figure 5 

Student Skill of Greatest Concern to Interviewed Teachers 
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Figure 6 

Occupational Therapy Support Preferences 

 

 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to determine what assistance kindergarten teachers 

want from district occupational therapists to facilitate general education students’ success 

were occupational therapy services available within RtI Tier 1 interventions.  This study 

sought teachers’ perceptions of the following: 1. Occupational therapy-related student 

skills that pose challenges for kindergarten students; 2. Identification of which skills are of 

most concern to kindergarten teachers; and 3. If available, how kindergarten teachers 

would prefer occupational therapy to support them.  Responses to interview questions also 

gave insightful information regarding teachers’ familiarity with OT services and how they 

acquired knowledge of OT services.  

Performance Areas of Concern 

 Teachers’ perception of OT-related performance skills was a main area of this 

research.  Findings in this study support the premise that teachers consider OT-related 
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skill sets important contributors to overall student success.  Performance areas such as 

cognitive, fine motor, gross motor, sensory, and visual perception were, at varying 

degrees, areas of concern to this study’s kindergarten teachers in their incoming 

kindergarten students.  OT’s scope of practice includes cognition and fine motor skills as 

performance areas that occupation therapists can address (AOTA, 2012; AOTA, 2020).  

Cognitive skills such as listening to and following directions and self-organization are 

fundamental skills all students need for successful participation in the school environment 

(Burchinal et al., 2020).  One teacher with 30 years of teaching experience shared 

concerns regarding students’ listening skills.  They reported, “I’m seeing a lot of 

cognitive… Like, they hear, but they don’t listen.  That’s what we’ve been talking about 

[in class]. ‘You hear my voice, but you’re not, you’re not listening to what I say.’”  

Another participant with 13 years of teaching experience shared, “Listening to instructions 

is like actually probably one of the worst ones, and like the organizational skills… Eighty 

percent of my class probably has zero like exposure to any kind of organizational practice 

or like following multiple directions.”  Although learning these skills are part of the 

kindergarten curriculum, occupational therapists can assist students and teachers through 

supports and strategies such as therapeutic activities, staff training, or provision of visual 

and auditory strategies.   

 The refinement of fine motor skills is also a large part of the kindergarten student’s 

academic experience through coloring, cutting, writing, and playing.  These skills can also 

present challenges to incoming students.  Participants in this study reported that use of 

scissors is an area of need for incoming students.  When asked the skill students struggle 

with most, one participant shared, “Oh, it’s across the board fine motor, absolutely, and 
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those scissors.  Man, that can cause a 5-year old to breakdown in a temper tantrum.”  

Another participant stated, “I feel like, as a rule, children are not cutting and gluing and 

being allowed to practice those fine motor skills at home as much as maybe they use to.”  

Cutting is a task that involves several fine motor skills including bilateral integration, hand 

strength, separation of the hand, motor planning, and visual-motor control, all of which 

occupational therapists are uniquely trained to examine and facilitate refinement of in 

students (AOTA, 2016; AOTA, 2020).  Likewise, development of writing skills and 

independence with self-help skills are within OT’s scope of practice.  A large part of 

school-based OT is supporting teachers with strategies and materials to assist students 

with their fine motor and visual perceptual skills to be successful with writing and 

managing their own self-care (AOTA, 2016; AOTA, 2019).   

Preference for Occupational Therapy Support 

 Another major area explored in this study was how teachers would prefer OT 

support were it available in the study’s school district.  Many were receptive to in-service 

trainings.  A participant with 18 years of experience said,  

The best thing that would support us would be if we could have a time where we, 

maybe for an hour after school even, the kindergarten team could meet with an OT 

and just discuss some of the things that we’re seeing with our students and get 

some feedback, from what we might need to bring attention to their parents and 

how we can support them in the classroom and to what, some suggestions of things 

that we can use without having [special education] services for them. 

Another participant with six years of experience shared, 
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I think, well, all kindergarten teachers would benefit from more, like trainings, like 

the one we had in our PLC, and then also handouts, but then like after those 

trainings and learning more about that I think teachers will be able to tell more if a 

kid needs some, something extra… . 

Moreover, another teacher with 18-years-teaching experience in pre-K and kindergarten 

enthusiastically said,  

And you can quote me saying that if they had on [district learning days], that they 

had OT for kindergarten I would go to that every single time.  I think it would be 

very beneficial.  I feel like a lot of kindergarten teachers would.  

With nine years of teaching experience, one teacher suggested, 

If you had time, I think the in-service is nice, but I also know like sometimes 

people don’t want to do that.  So even if it was just like an email, if like “Hey, 

these are some of the things we’re seeing.  What can we do to work on that?”... 

Then some kind of handouts or whatever that were specific to the kind of stuff that 

we were seeing… 

 All participants were receptive to having occupational therapists in their classroom 

as RtI providers.  Several teachers spoke about the benefits of having access to OT 

services.   

I think it would be nice especially at the beginning of the year, those kids that are 

having, that maybe are not, they don’t have the right pencil grip or they’re cutting 

with the chicken wings, that if somebody just came through, we’re so busy with 

18, trying to get everyone to do it right.  Sometimes you catch them, but they turn 

around and do it… . 
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Another teacher said, “…it would be great to have somebody just to come in, and those 

kids that are just struggling with just those little, they seem like very minute skills, but it 

affects, I’ve seen what it affects in 3rd grade.”  This teacher spoke to the concerns of 

providing appropriate support to students in the classroom, “I mean I can give a kid a 

pencil grip, but knowing what they need, that’s where I don’t feel trained.  I don’t want to 

give them the wrong things.”  One teacher did say that the spirit in which occupational 

therapists were in the classroom was important.   

I think a lot of teachers, when people start coming in the classroom it gets kind of 

nerve wracking, so that’s probably why a lot of teachers kinda back away from 

that.  But if it was more like, not a judgement thing, if it was perceived like, 

“We’re just helping you,” you know, coming in, I’m sure it would be, but I think a 

lot of people would rather have the handouts because of that, but I think it would 

be beneficial to get both, you know. 

Supporting teachers and students in the general education classroom is within the OT 

scope of practice (AOTA, 2012; AOTA, 2019).  Occupational therapists providing 

training to teachers and having a presence through RtI services would be beneficial for 

teachers and students, as well as for the profession.  Teachers and students could benefit 

from student-specific staff training, detailed supports and strategies for specific classroom 

needs, and overall facilitation of performance skills necessary to students’ academic 

success.  Creating awareness of the profession and the services occupational therapists 

provide facilitates a larger role for OT in the school setting and promotes the benefits of 

OT as a whole. 
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Familiarity with Occupational Therapy Services  

 This study revealed teachers are not typically introduced to nor informed through 

their academic preparation of OT’s role in the school setting.  Only one participant 

reported they had training in their academic preparation regarding OT’s role in the school 

setting and reported that the training was “very minimal.”  Another teacher shared they 

had not heard about OT services in their academic courses, “not even in my special 

education course I had to take.”  Teachers in this study reported they did not attend 

continuing education courses that addressed OT supports in the school system; continuing 

education courses regarding occupational therapists’ role as RtI providers may not be 

available.  Teachers were able to gain some knowledge of OT’s role in the school setting 

through building-level or district-level in-service opportunities.  One participant shared, 

“If I hadn’t gone to the trainings that I’ve been to I wouldn’t feel as equipped.  I did find 

both of those to be really helpful.  That’s been a few years, but I still use them a lot.”  The 

chief means of gaining familiarity with OT’s role in the school setting was through direct 

contact with the occupational therapist in the classroom (i.e. an occupational therapists 

supporting a student with special needs in the teacher’s classroom) or through attendance 

at IEP meetings.  A participant with 13-years-experience said, “[IEP meetings are] really 

where I get a lot of my information, and of course, you know, if it wasn’t for that I 

probably… I would struggle.”  Another participant with 18-years-experience said, “We’ve 

had people during like professional development, bits and pieces of OT, but most of what 

I’ve learned has been from having OTs in my classroom and in the building.”  These 

results support the need for school-based occupational therapists to educate school 

personnel and district level administrators about the role of OT and the scope of services 
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occupational therapists can provide in the school setting (Benson et al., 2016; Bolton & 

Plattner, 2020; Bradley et al., 2020; Casillas, 2010; Huang et al., 2011; Truong & 

Hodgetts, 2017).   

Socioeconomic Influences on Student Success 

 Several teachers reported a greater need of support for performance skills among 

students attending Title I schools than those who were not.  Title I status of a school is 

determined in part by the proportion of attending students living in poverty, and literature 

shows socioeconomic status (SES) plays a role in student achievement (Kainz, 2019; 

Paschall et al, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2017).   The same performance skills needs addressed in this study are 

examined in studies examining academic concerns for low income and ethnically diverse 

children (Bazyk et al., 2009; Hamilton & Liu, 2018;; Manfra et al., 2017; Morrissey & 

Vinopal, 2018; Paschall et al, 2018; Shrier, 2014).  As providers uniquely qualified to 

support the development of performance skills significantly impacting educational 

performance, occupational therapists need to be at the table to advocate for a greater OT 

presence in the RtI process.  In collaboration with teachers, occupational therapists can 

support students of all backgrounds through RtI interventions, helping to close academic 

gaps and facilitate greater academic opportunities for all students (AOTA, 2019; 

USDHHS, 2020). 

Limitations 

 Limitations of this study include the indeterminable impact the long absence from 

the school environment due to Covid-19 had on kindergarten students’ performance skills, 

and in turn, teachers’ responses regarding their concerns of those performance skills.  
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Additionally, teachers’ discussion of concerns may have been influenced by the 

performance skills list provided for interview purposes.  The list was beneficial as it gave 

a common vocabulary to all participants.  Inversely, participants did not necessarily speak 

to specific performance skills beyond those identified as examples of the specific 

performance areas provided on the list.  Lastly, yes/no questions were not expanded on by 

some participants and may have prevented the researcher opportunity to have a greater 

understanding of teachers’ needs should additional information from those participants 

been obtained. 

Implications 

 In Cahill’s study (2010), it was recommended that further research examine the 

role occupational therapists play in RtI and the extent of their contributions.  This study 

recommends the same.  The barriers occupational therapists faced ten years ago for 

provision of RtI services continue to the present (Huang et al., 2011; Bradley et al., 2020).  

The lack of knowledge of OT’s role and scope in the school setting hinders occupational 

therapists’ ability to effectively support teachers and students.  There stands to be an 

indirect relationship between increased OT presence in the kindergarten setting through 

RtI services and decreased special education referral rates if OT were to play a larger role 

in the RtI process and research was conducted to examine the impact of those services 

(Ball, 2018; Cameron et al., 2012, Roebers et al., 2014).  Kindergarten teachers perceive 

OT-related skills as important areas for incoming kindergarten students’ success and want 

occupational therapists’ support to help them develop students’ performance skills 

(Benson et al., 2016; Bolton & Plattner, 2020; Nye and Sood, 2020).  As this study did not 
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reach saturation, further examination of teachers’ perceptions of OT services may provide 

additional information to facilitate a larger OT presence in the RtI process.  

Future Research 

 The next step in this line of inquiry could be a pilot study examining district, 

occupational therapists’ provision of services in a manner of Tier I interventions.  The 

study could be developed to collect data from both the teachers’ perspective and the 

occupational therapists’ perspective, giving insight to the advantages and disadvantages of 

OT services in the general education setting from their respective viewpoints.  Additional 

studies comparing utilization of occupational therapists as Tier I providers within 

multiple, in-state school systems and analyzing outcomes of OT services through Tier I 

interventions in Title I schools versus non-Title I schools may be beneficial as well. 
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Appendix F: Guided Interview Questions 

Guided Interview Questions for Kindergarten Teachers 
RE: Occupational Therapy Support in the Kindergarten Classroom through RtI 
Tier 1 Interventions: Kindergarten Teachers’ Perceptions of Need  
 
Robyn R. Scarlett, MS, OTR/L 
Principal Investigator 
Capstone Project 
Eastern Kentucky University, Richmond, KY 
 
Dr. Leslie Hardman, Facility Research Advisor 
Eastern Kentucky University, Richmond, KY 
 
All responses are voluntary. 
 
Demographic Information 
1. How long have you taught general education kindergarten? 
 
 
2. Have you taught other grade levels?  If so, which ones? 
 
 
3. Have you taught in school systems other than Knox County Schools? 
 
 
4. If so, in what districts and states? 
 
 
5. Have you had training in your academic preparation, undergraduate or 

graduate teaching programs, about the role of occupational therapy as a 
collaborative support service in the school setting? 

 
  
6. Have you attended any continuing education (face-to-face or online training) 

that discussed occupational therapy’s role in the schools? 
 
 
7. If no to questions 5 and 6, have you had formal or informal training specific to 

occupational therapy’s roles in the school setting through Knox County 
Schools?  If so, please describe. 
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Classroom Information 
1. What is your average class size? 
 
 
2. Which skills do you see most students struggle with when they enter 

kindergarten?* 
 
 
3. Which of the skills are of most concern to you with incoming kindergarten 
students? 
 
 
4. Do you feel you are equipped (e.g. training and materials) to address your 

area(s) of concern?  Please explain. 
 
 
5. Are you familiar with occupational therapy services in the Knox County Schools 

setting? If so, have you worked with occupational therapy services regarding a 
student in your classroom? 

 
   
6. If available, would you be interested in working with an occupational therapist 

regarding RtI Tier 1 intervention needs in your classroom?  If so, in what ways 
would you prefer to receive occupational therapy support? 

 
 
7. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding the addressed 

performance skills and/or occupational therapy services? 
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Appendix G: Occupational Performance Skills 

 
 
*Occupational Performance Skills 
 
- Cognitive - (e.g. listening to instruction, following directions, completing multi-

step activities) 
- Fine Motor - (e.g. grasping a pencil, writing letters, using scissors, managing 

clothing fasteners) 
- Gross Motor - (e.g. sitting or standing, bending to retrieve a pencil from the 

floor, using appropriate force to open a door) 
- Sensory Processing - (e.g. internal processing of touch, tastes, sounds, smells, 

or visual input) 
- Visual Perceptual - (e.g. writing letters of name without a model, matching two 

objects that are the same shape, finding upper and lowercase A’s in 
different fonts on a letter search page) 
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