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In essence, the goal of 
school based occupational 
and physical therapy can be 
defined as 3 part: 

1. Supporting directly a stu-
dent’s access to educa-
tional activities and the 
school environment; 

2. Collaborating with teach-
ers and others to improve 
a student’s participation 
and performance in cur-
riculum-based activities 
identified by the teacher; 

3. Educating teachers, fam-
ily members, and others 
about the impacts of dis-
ability on educational per-
formance, the potential 
benefits of adaptations or 
accommodations, and how 
to request support from 
related service profes-
sionals. 
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What it's all 
about…  

For additional information related to the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act: 

www.IDEA.gov 
For additional information on the  
Exceptional Children’s Education  

Act of Colorado: 
http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/



♦ Governed by state and federal laws; 
♦ Related services to special education; 
♦ Provision of services, as a related service, occurs only if the child requires such service in order to function in 

the educational setting as determined by a team, including the parent; 
♦ Delivered in order to improve, develop, or restore functions impaired or lost through illness, injury, or depriva-

tion; 
♦ Delivered in order to improve ability to perform tasks for independent function if functions are impaired or lost 

- which includes accommodating a disability; 
♦ Delivered in order to prevent, through early intervention, initial or further impairment or loss of function;  
♦ School based therapies are intended to promote access to the educational environment and curriculum-based 

activities; 
♦ School based therapies are intended to support access to special education programming. Refining or maximizing 

weak motor skills would not be addressed if a student is successfully accessing the special education environment 
and curriculum based activities. 

♦ School based occupational and physical therapists are encouraged to conduct a context-based evaluation 
(ecological assessment).  Of interest is a student’s access to and participation in educationally relevant activities 
and environments. 

♦ Ecological assessments emphasize function within the performance environment of the classroom and school; 
◊ Percentile scores on standardized assessments are of little value when unattached to functional performance 

data; 
◊ A student may perform poorly on a standardized motor assessment, yet, on account of appropriate accommoda-

tions that student may be functioning well within the classroom and school environment. 
♦ School based physical and occupational therapies are intended to support a student’s benefit from special educa-

tion programming. At times, a child’s presentation may require clinic or home health based interventions to sat-
isfy the medical needs of a child. School based OT and PT services may not meet a child’s total therapy needs.  

Physical Therapy, Occupational 
Therapy, and IDEA 2004 

School based occupational therapy 
and physical therapy are related ser-
vices to special education. Within 
public schools occupational and physi-
cal therapy are governed by federal 
and state special education law, in-
cluding the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act of 2004, and Colo-
rado’s Exceptional Children’s Educa-
tion Act. 
A student on an Individualized Educa-
tion Plan is eligible to receive a re-
lated service, such as occupational or 
physical therapy if that student re-
quires the related service in order to 
benefit from his/her special educa-
tion programming (34 CFR § 300.34) 
Deciding whether a student may need 
occupational or physical therapy, in 
order to benefit from his/her special 
education programming, requires the 
consideration of multiple factors. 
The physical environment, need of 
the student, professional experience 
of the educators, specific program-
ming currently in place are a few of 
the many context specific factors 
that determine whether a student 
requires a related service in order to 
benefit from his/her special educa-
tion programming. 

The best therapists make themselves progressively unnecessary. They have modified the environment, 
procured appropriate equipment or tools, trained student and staff in activity follow through, and con-
tinuously monitor the effectiveness of the recommended educationally-relevant program.  

Best practices of school-based OT and PT result in students within their classroom environment learn-
ing with their peers. The ultimate goal is meaningful participation in the least restrictive environment, 
as appropriate.  

Student needs vary. OT and PT will vary depending upon a students’ educational need. IDEA 2004, the 
federal law guiding OT and PT practice within public schools, requires that OT and PT practices support 
a students’ benefit from their special education programming.  

School Based OT and PT Services: 

OT and PT Best Practices 


