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INTRODUCTION
The College of Occupational Therapists (COT) defines

occupational therapy as enabling people to “achieve
health, well-being and life satisfaction through
participation in occupation” (COT, 2004). To ensure
the future commissioning of occupational therapy
services, occupational therapists need to be able to
demonstrate changes in levels of participation in
occupations following intervention. For occupational
therapists working in schools, this requires them to
identify the child’s baseline level of participation in
school occupations. School-based occupations include
accessing the curriculum, following school rules, looking
after oneself and playing with peers (Hasselbusch, 2011).
Children need to adopt the primary occupational roles of
student and friend at school. The Canadian
Occupational Performance Measure (COPM) is one tool
that can be used to identify occupational performance
issues. The COPM is a semi-structured interview and
goal setting tool which enables the identification of
occupational performance issues. As a well-established
assessment and evaluation irstrument, the COPM has
been used in a wide range of settings and with varied
client groups in practice and research over the last two
decades (McColl et al, 2006). This article will explore
the use of the COPM within the context of occupational
therapy services provided within regular, mainstream
schools. The emphasis will be on the practical
application of the COPM as an individualised measure
focusing on the perceptions of the parents, school staff
and child / young person with regard to the occupational
performance of the child / young person in typical school
occupations.

IDENTIFYING THE CLIENT

Collaboration with the client is a core occupational
therapy skill (COT, 2009). Prior to the assessment, the
occupational therapist needs to identify the client(s).
Parents / caregivers, school staff and the child could all
be considered clients within school-based practice.
Depending on the practitioners’ decision about ‘who the
client is” will influence who they collaborate with to
complete the COPM. For example, being family-centred
in school-based practice can shift the focus of
intervention away from educational priorities, whilst
being solely child-centred may not incorporate
occupations that children are expected to do in school,
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even though the child may not like them (see Table 1
for definitions).

Law et al (2005) acknowledged that nominating all three
of the above stakeholders as clients might be time and
resource intensive; however, there can be definite
benefits in gaining these different perspectives. This can
be achieved by all the individuals completing the COPM
from his or her own perspective. The COPM offers an
opportunity to set the scene for a collaborative
relationship between therapist and parents, child / young
person and school staff. Furthermore parents, teachers
and children do not always have the same goals and the
goal setting process requires negotiation skills to ensure
that all voices are heard and different goals
acknowledged (Dunford et al, 2005). Through this
negotiation parents, school staff and the child are more
likely to take ownership of the goals and actively
participate in an intervention process focusing on
achieving their goals.

USE OF COPM WITHIN THE SCHOOL-BASED
OT PRACTICE PROCESS

The COPM is used as part of the initial assessment, with

Client-centredness describes a partnership
between client and therapist that empowers
the client; listening to and respecting the
client’s needs and perspective are key
features, including actively negotiating goals
and provision of choice (Sumison, 2006)

Family-centredness recognises that every
family is unique, the constant in a child’s life
and therefore has expertise in the child’s
abilities and needs (Law et al, 2003).
Therefore therapist and parents work in
partnership, with parent engagement in goal
setting and therapists enabling informed
decision making by providing the relevant
information (Stewart & Cameron, 2006).

Child-centredness recognises the child as
the focus, seeing the child as an individual as
well as member of their family unit; consistent
with key features of client-centredness. In
addition, particular care is taken that the
child’s voice heard in the goal setting, which
may include negotiation or perhaps even
resolving conflicting perspectives and
priorities of child and adults (e.g. parents,
school staff) (Rodger & Keen, 2010)

Table 1: Definitions of client-, family- and child-
centredness
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