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UNDERSTANDING
THE
DEVELOPMENTAL
FRAME OF
REFERENCE IN
OCCUPATIONAL
THERAPY

Occupational  therapy
practit ioners  draw
upon  a  va r i e ty  o f
theoretical  models  to
guide  their  clinical
r e a s o n i n g  a n d
intervention  planning.
Among  these ,  the

D e v e l o p m e n t a l
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy model stands
as  one  of  the  most
foundat iona l  and
w i d e l y  a p p l i e d
approaches .  Th i s
f r a m e w o r k  h e l p s
therapists  understand
how individuals acquire
skills  over  time  and
how  disruptions  in
typical  development
c a n  i m p a c t
o c c u p a t i o n a l
per formance.  For
therapists working with
children,  adolescents,
and  even  adults  with
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developmental  delays,
this frame of reference
provides  a  structured
yet  flexible  lens
through which to view
client  needs and craft
m e a n i n g f u l
interventions.
The  developmental
frame  of  reference  is
rooted  in  the  belief
t h a t  h u m a n
development follows a
predictable,  sequential
pattern.  Skills  emerge
in  an  orderly  fashion,
with  each  new  ability
b u i l d i n g  u p o n
previously  mastered
ones.  When  a  client
p r e s e n t s  w i t h
difficulties  in
performing  everyday
occupa t i ons ,  t he
therapist  using  this
f r a m e  l o o k s  t o
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
m i l e s t o n e s  a n d
sequences  to  identify
where  the  breakdown
occurred  and  what
foundational skills need

to  be  addressed.  This
approach is particularly
valuable  in  pediatric
occupational  therapy,
early  intervention
programs,  and school-
based  practice,  but  it
also informs work with
o l d e r  a d u l t s
experiencing  cognitive
decline  or  individuals
r e c o v e r i n g  f r o m
neurological injuries.

Core
Principles
of the
Develop
mental
Frame of
Referenc
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e
A t  i t s  h e a r t ,  t h e
D e v e l o p m e n t a l
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy model is built
upon  seve ra l  key
principles  that  guide
a s s e s s m e n t  a n d
i n t e r v e n t i o n .
Understanding  these
p r i n c i p l e s  h e l p s
therapists  apply  the
framework  effectively
across  diverse  clinical
p o p u l a t i o n s  a n d
settings.

Sequential skill
acquisition:
Development
occurs in a
predictable
order. For
example, a child
must gain head
control before
sitting
independently,
and sitting
precedes

crawling and
walking.
Occupational
therapy
interventions
respect these
sequences and
target the next
logical skill in the
developmental
chain.
Maturation and
readiness: The
nervous system
must reach a
certain level of
maturity before
specific skills can
emerge.
Therapists
cannot force
development;
they must work
with the client's
current
neurological and
physiological
readiness.
Interaction of
domains:
Development in
one area
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influences
development in
others.
Cognitive, motor,
social-emotional,
and self-care
skills are
interconnected.
A delay in fine
motor skills, for
instance, can
affect a child's
ability to
participate in
school activities
and develop
social
connections.
Individual
differences:
While
developmental
sequences are
universal, the
rate and quality
of development
vary from person
to person. The
developmental
frame respects
these differences
and avoids rigid

timelines.
Environmental
influence: The
environment
plays a crucial
role in supporting
or hindering
development.
Occupational
therapists using
this frame
consider how the
physical, social,
and cultural
environment can
be modified to
promote skill
acquisition.

Theoretic
al
Foundatio
ns
The  Developmental
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy  model draws
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from several  influential
t h e o r i e s  i n  c h i l d
deve lopment  and
h u m a n  g r o w t h .
Understanding  these
roots  enriches  the
therapist's  ability  to
apply  the  framework
with depth and nuance.

PIAGET'S COGNITIVE
DEVELOPMENT
THEORY

Jean Piaget's theory of
cognitive  development
describes how children
construct  knowledge
through distinct stages,
from  sensorimotor
exploration  in  infancy
to  formal  operational
t h i n k i n g  i n
a d o l e s c e n c e .
O c c u p a t i o n a l
therapists  use  this
f r a m e w o r k  t o
understand  a  child's
cognitive capacity and
to design activities that
match  their  current
leve l  o f  cogni t ive

f u n c t i o n i n g .  F o r
example,  a  therapist
working with a toddler
in  the  sensorimotor
stage  might  focus  on
cause-and-effect  play,
while  a  therapist  with
an  older  child  would
incorporate  more
abstract  problem-
solving  tasks.

GESELL'S
MATURATIONAL
THEORY

A r n o l d  G e s e l l
e m p h a s i z e d  t h a t
development  unfolds
according to an innate
biological  timetable.
H i s  d e t a i l e d
observations  of  infant
and  child  behavior
provided  occupational
therapy  with  a  rich
d a t a b a s e  o f
developmental  norms.
Therapists  continue to
use Gesell's sequences
to  assess  whether  a
c h i l d ' s  s k i l l s  a r e
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e m e r g i n g  w i t h i n
expected  age  ranges
and to identify areas of
delay  that  require
intervention.

ERIKSON'S
PSYCHOSOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT

Erik Erikson's stages of
p s y c h o s o c i a l
development  highlight
t h e  s o c i a l  a n d
emotional  tasks  that
i n d i v i d u a l s  f a c e
t h r o u g h o u t  l i f e .
O c c u p a t i o n a l
therapists  using  the
developmental  frame
consider how a client's
ability  to  engage  in
occupations  supports
or  undermines  their
resolution  of  these
psychosocial crises. For
instance, a preschooler
who  struggles  with
dressing independently
may  develop  feelings
of  shame  and  doubt,
impacting  their  sense

of autonomy.

VYGOTSKY'S ZONE
OF PROXIMAL
DEVELOPMENT

L e v  V y g o t s k y
introduced the concept
of the zone of proximal
development,  which is
the  space  between
what  a  child  can  do
independently  and
what they can achieve
with support. This idea
aligns  beautifully  with
occupational  therapy
p r a c t i c e ,  w h e r e
therapists  provide just
the  right  amount  of
scaffolding  to  help
clients  advance  their
s k i l l s .  T h e
developmental  frame
incorporates  th i s
principle  by  targeting
intervention  at  the
c l ient 's  emerging
abilities  rather  than
their  current  plateau.
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Applicatio
n in
Occupati
onal
Therapy

Practice
Implement ing  the
D e v e l o p m e n t a l
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy  approach
r e q u i r e s  c a r e f u l
assessment, thoughtful
goa l  se t t ing ,  and
creative  intervention
planning.  Therapists
must become skilled at
o b s e r v i n g  c l i e n t
performance, analyzing
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
s e q u e n c e s ,  a n d
adapting  activities  to
meet the client where
they are.

ASSESSMENT TOOLS
AND STRATEGIES

O c c u p a t i o n a l
therapists use a variety
of  standardized  and
n o n - s t a n d a r d i z e d
a s s e s s m e n t s  t o
e v a l u a t e
developmental  status.
Common tools  include
t h e  P e a b o d y
Developmental  Motor
Scales,  the  Bayley
Scales  of  Infant  and
Toddler  Development,
t h e  B r u i n i n k s -
Oseretsky  Test  o f
Motor  Proficiency,  and
the Miller Function and
Participation  Scales.
These  assessments
h e l p  t h e r a p i s t s
pinpoint  specific  areas
of  strength  and need,
identify  developmental
delays,  and  establish
base l ine  da ta  fo r
measuring progress.
In  addition  to  formal
t e s t i n g ,  c l i n i c a l
observation  remains  a
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c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
assessment. Therapists
watch  how  a  ch i ld
moves  through  their
environment,  interacts
with  materials,  and
engages  with  others.
They  note  quality  of
movement,  attention
span,  problem-solving
s t r a t e g i e s ,  a n d
emotional  regulation.
This observational data
often  provides  richer
information  than  test
scores  alone.

GOAL SETTING
WITHIN THE
DEVELOPMENTAL
FRAME

Goals developed using
this frame are typically
s e q u e n t i a l  a n d
m i l e s t o n e - b a s e d .
Rather than aiming for
a  vague  outcome like
"improve  fine  motor
skil ls,"  a  therapist
might set a goal such

as  " the  ch i l d  w i l l
demonstrate  a  three-
jaw chuck grasp to pick
up small objects in four
out of  five trials."  Each
goal builds toward the
n e x t ,  c r e a t i n g  a
s t a i r c a s e  o f
ach ievement  that
m o v e s  t h e  c l i e n t
t o w a r d  g r e a t e r
o c c u p a t i o n a l
participation.
Meaningful goal setting
a l s o  i n v o l v e s
col laboration  with
famil ies  and  other
t e a m  m e m b e r s .
Parents,  teachers,  and
caregivers  provide
valuable  insight  into
the  c l i en t ' s  da i l y
routines and priorities.
T h e  t h e r a p i s t
i n t e g r a t e s  t h i s
i n f o rmat i on  w i th
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
knowledge  to  craft
goals  that  are  both
f u n c t i o n a l  a n d
d e v e l o p m e n t a l l y
appropriate.
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Interventi
on
Approach
es and
Techniqu
es
The  Developmental
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy  model  offers
a  r i c h  a r r a y  o f
intervention strategies.
Therap is ts  se lect
techniques  based  on
the  client's  current
developmental  level,
the specific skills being
targeted,  and  the
contexts  in  which  the
c l i e n t  n e e d s  t o
function.

SKILL SEQUENCING
AND TASK ANALYSIS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  tools  in  the
developmental frame is
task  analysis .  The
therapist  breaks  down
a  complex  occupation
into  its  component
steps and identifies the
prerequisite  ski l ls
needed  to  perform
e a c h  s t e p .  F o r
example,  brushing
teeth requires standing
b a l a n c e ,  g r a s p
strength,  bi lateral
c o o r d i n a t i o n ,
s e q u e n c i n g ,  a n d
attention.  If  a  child
s t r u g g l e s  w i t h
toothbrushing,  the
therapist  can  analyze
which  sub-skills  are
lacking  and  target
those  specifically.

GRADED ACTIVITIES
AND JUST-RIGHT



10

10 Developmental Frame Of Reference
Occupational Therapy

2022-09-30

CHALLENGE

Intervention  activities
are  graded  to  match
the  client's  current
abilities while providing
enough  challenge  to
promote  growth.  The
therapist  might  begin
with  simple,  highly
supported  tasks  and
gradually  increase
complexity,  speed,
d u r a t i o n ,  o r
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
demands. This concept
o f  t h e  j u s t - r i g h t
challenge keeps clients
e n g a g e d  a n d
motivated  without
causing  excessive
frustration.

ENVIRONMENTAL
MODIFICATIONS

The physical and social
environment  can  be
adapted  to  support
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
progress.  This  might
invo lve  prov id ing
adaptive  equipment,

modifying the layout of
a  classroom or  home,
adjusting  seating  and
positioning, or training
caregivers  to  offer
appropriate  levels  of
support. Environmental
modifications  are  often
the  fastest  way  to
improve  occupational
performance while the
c l i e n t  w o r k s  o n
building  underlying
skills.

PLAY-BASED
INTERVENTION

For children, play is the
p r i m a r y  m e d i u m
t h r o u g h  w h i c h
development  occurs.
O c c u p a t i o n a l
therapists  using  the
developmental  frame
design  play  activities
that target specific skill
areas  while  remaining
e n j o y a b l e  a n d
meaningfu l  to  the
child. Through carefully
s t r u c t u r e d  p l a y ,
children  practice  fine
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motor  skills,  visual
perception,  social
interaction,  problem-
so lv ing ,  and  se l f -
regulation  without
feeling like they are in
therapy.

Populatio
ns That
Benefit
From This
Framewo
rk
W h i l e  t h e
D e v e l o p m e n t a l
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy  i s  m o s t
commonly  associated
with pediatric practice,
its applications extend
across the lifespan and
across  d iagnost ic

categories.

Children with
developmental
delays: This
includes global
developmental
delay, specific
delays in motor,
cognitive, or
social-emotional
domains, and
conditions such
as Down
syndrome,
cerebral palsy,
and autism
spectrum
disorder.
Children with
learning
disabilities: The
developmental
frame helps
identify
underlying skill
deficits that
affect academic
performance,
such as visual-
motor integration
problems or
attention



12

12 Developmental Frame Of Reference
Occupational Therapy

2022-09-30

difficulties.
Adolescents:
Even older youth
can benefit from
a developmental
perspective,
particularly when
addressing social
participation,
executive
functioning, and
transition to
independent
living.
Adults with
acquired
disabilities:
Individuals
recovering from
stroke, traumatic
brain injury, or
other
neurological
conditions often
need to re-learn
skills in a
sequential
manner, making
the
developmental
frame highly
relevant.

Older adults
with cognitive
decline: The
developmental
frame can be
applied in
reverse, helping
therapists
understand
regression of
skills and adapt
environments
and routines to
match the
client's current
functional level.
Individuals
with
intellectual
disabilities:
This population
benefits from
interventions
that respect their
current
developmental
stage while
promoting
continued growth
and participation.
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Comparin
g the
Develop
mental
Frame
With
Other
Models
Occupational  therapy
encompasses  many
frames  of  reference
and models of practice.
Understanding how the
developmental  frame
differs  from  and
complements  other
approaches  he lps
t h e r a p i s t s  m a k e
in fo rmed  c l in i ca l
decisions.
The  biomechanical

frame  of  reference
focuses  on  strength,
range  of  motion,  and
endurance,  without
c o n s i d e r i n g
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
sequences. It is useful
f o r  c l i e n t s  w i t h
orthopedic  conditions
but  may  overlook  the
u n d e r l y i n g
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
patterns  that  affect
movement quality. The
sensory  integration
frame  emphasizes
h o w  t h e  b r a i n
processes  sensory
information  and  how
this  processing  affects
behavior and learning.
W h i l e  s e n s o r y
i n t e g r a t i o n  h a s
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
c o m p o n e n t s ,  i t s
primary  focus  is  on
neural  processing
r a t h e r  t h a n  s k i l l
s e q u e n c e s .  T h e
rehabilitative  frame
p r i o r i t i z e s
compensation  and
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a d a p t a t i o n  f o r
p e r m a n e n t
impairments,  whereas
the  developmental
frame  emphasizes
r e m e d i a t i o n  a n d
growth.
Many  occupational
therapists  integrate
multiple  frames within
their  practice.  For
instance,  a  therapist
m i g h t  u s e  t h e
developmental  frame
to  guide  long-term
g o a l s  a n d  s k i l l
s e q u e n c e s  w h i l e
drawing  on  sensory
integration  techniques
to  address  specific
sensory  processing
c h a l l e n g e s  t h a t
i n t e r f e r e  w i t h
development.  This
integrative  approach
often  yields  the  best
outcomes  for  clients
with  complex  needs.

Challenge
s and
Considera
tions
A p p l y i n g  t h e
D e v e l o p m e n t a l
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
Therapy  model is not
without  challenges.
Therapists  must  be
cautious  about  over-
relying  on  normative
data  and  assuming
that  all  clients  should
f o l l o w  t y p i c a l
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
trajectories.  Cultural,
familial,  and individual
differences  shape  how
skills emerge and what
m i l e s t o n e s  a r e
prioritized.  A  flexible,
c l i e n t - c e n t e r e d
approach is essential.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
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developmental  frame
can  sometimes  lead
therapists to focus too
heavily  on  component
skills while losing sight
of  the  client's  overall
o c c u p a t i o n a l
part ic ipation.  I t  is
important to remember
that  the ultimate goal
is not simply to achieve
milestones,  but  to
enable  the  client  to
engage meaningfully in
the  activities  of  daily
life.  Intervention  must
remain  functional  and
relevant to the client's
real-world contexts.
Another  consideration
is the need for ongoing
a s s e s s m e n t  a n d
a d j u s t m e n t .
Development  is  not  a
linear  process,  and
clients may plateau or
regress.  Therapists
must  continuously  re-
evaluate  and  modify
intervention  plans  to
reflect  the  client's
changing  needs  and

circumstances.

Conclusio
n
The  Developmental
Frame of  Reference
O c c u p a t i o n a l
T h e r a p y  m o d e l
remains  an  essential
tool in the occupational
therapy  toolkit.  Its
emphasis on sequential
sk i l l  acqu i s i t i on ,
maturation,  and  the
interconnectedness  of
d e v e l o p m e n t a l
domains  provides  a
solid  foundation  for
understanding  and
support ing  human
growth  across  the
lifespan. By respecting
the  natural  order  of
development  while
honoring  individual
differences,  therapists
using  this  frame  can
craft interventions that
are  both  effective  and
deeply  respectful  of
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each  client's  unique
journey.
Whether  working  with
a  toddler  learning  to
g r a s p  a  s p o o n ,  a
school -aged  chi ld
mastering handwriting,
o r  a n  o l d e r  a d u l t
adapting  to  cognitive
c h a n g e s ,  t h e
developmental  frame
offers  a  clear  roadmap
for  assessment,  goal
s e t t i n g ,  a n d
intervention.  When
appl ied  with  ski l l ,
c r e a t i v i t y ,  a n d

c o m p a s s i o n ,  i t
empowers  clients  to
build  the  foundational
ski l ls  they  need  to
participate fully in the
occupat i ons  tha t
matter  most  to  them.
A s  o c c u p a t i o n a l
therapy  continues  to
e v o l v e ,  t h e
developmental  frame
o f  r e f e r e n c e  w i l l
undoubtedly  remain  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
thoughtful,  evidence-
based,  and  cl ient-
centered  practice.


