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UNDERSTANDING THE TEST OF
VISUAL MOTOR SKILLS: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

I n  the  rea lm  o f  deve lopmenta l
assessments and occupational  therapy,
few  evaluations  offer  as  much  insight
into a child's readiness for academic and
daily tasks as the Test of Visual Motor
Skills.  This  specialized  assessment
measures  how  well  an  individual  can
coordinate visual perception with motor

movements—essentially,  how effectively
the eyes and hands work together. While
this may sound simple, the implications
of  s t rong  or  weak  v isua l  motor
integration  are  profound,  influencing
everything  from  handwriting  ability  to
sports  performance  and  self-confidence.
Understanding  what  this  test  involves,
why  it  matters,  and  how  results  are
interpreted  can  empower  parents,
educators,  and  therapists  to  support
individuals  in  reaching  their  ful l
potential.
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What Is the Test
of Visual Motor
Skills?
The Test of Visual Motor Skills, often
abbreviated as TVMS, is a standardized
assessment  tool  used  primarily  by
occupational  therapists,  school
psychologists,  and  developmental
specialists. Its purpose is to evaluate an
individual's  ability  to  visually  perceive
shapes  and  forms  and  then  replicate
them  through  motor  action,  typically
through drawing or copying. The test is
not merely about artistic ability; instead,
it  focuses  on  neurological  integration.
The  b ra in  mus t  rece ive  v i sua l

information,  process  it  accurately,  and
then  send  precise  instructions  to  the
hand to recreate what is seen.
Several  versions  of  this  assessment
exist,  including  the  TVMS-R  (Revised)
and  the  TVMS-3  (Third  Edition),  each
refined  to  improve  accuracy,  cultural
fairness, and clinical utility. These tests
are commonly used with children aged 3
to 13, though some versions extend into
adolescence  and  adulthood.  The  tasks
typically  involve  copying  a  series  of
geometric  shapes  that  increase  in
complexity.  The  evaluator  scores  each
drawing based on accuracy, line quality,
spatial organization, and the presence of
distortions or rotations.
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Why Visual Motor
Skills Matter
V i s u a l  m o t o r  i n t e g r a t i o n  i s  a
foundational  skill  that  supports  many
everyday  activities.  When  a  child
struggles  with  this  integration,  the
effects  can  ripple  through  academic,
social, and personal domains. A Test of
Visual Motor Skills  can help identify
these  challenges  early,  allowing  for
targeted intervention before frustration
or avoidance behaviors develop.

Handwriting and Drawing:
Children with weak visual motor
skills often have messy
handwriting, difficulty staying

within lines, and trouble copying
text from a board. They may avoid
drawing or coloring because the
results do not match their
intentions.
Academic Performance:
Subjects like math, geometry, and
even reading require visual
tracking and spatial awareness.
Poor visual motor integration can
slow down work pace and reduce
accuracy.
Self-Care Tasks: Tying
shoelaces, buttoning shirts, and
using utensils all require
coordinated eye-hand action.
Delays in these areas can affect a
child's independence and peer
relationships.
Physical Activities: Catching a
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ball, navigating playground
equipment, and participating in
team sports depend on rapid
visual processing and motor
response. Children who struggle
may avoid physical play, impacting
fitness and social inclusion.

By  understanding  these  connections,
caregivers and educators can appreciate
why a simple drawing test can reveal so
much  about  a  child's  developmental
health.

HOW THE TEST OF VISUAL
MOTOR SKILLS IS ADMINISTERED

Administering the Test of Visual Motor
Skills  requires  training and adherence
to  standardized  procedures  to  ensure
reliable results. The testing environment

is  typica l ly  quiet  and  f ree  f rom
distractions.  The  examiner  provides
clear instructions and, depending on the
version,  may  offer  a  demonstration  or
practice trial. The child is then asked to
copy a series of shapes onto a response
sheet. These shapes range from simple
lines and circles to complex intersecting
figures  and  three-dimensional
representations.

Scoring and
Interpretation
Each copied shape is evaluated against
specific criteria. Points may be deducted
for missing parts, incorrect angles, poor
alignment, or severe distortions. The raw
score  is  then  converted  into  standard
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scores, percentiles, and age equivalents.
These  metrics  allow  professionals  to
compare the child's performance against
a normative sample of peers.
Key scoring components often include:

Form Accuracy: Does the1.
drawing correctly match the
shape, including all essential
features?
Size Consistency: Is the2.
proportion maintained, or is the
shape significantly larger or
smaller than the original?
Orientation: Is the shape rotated3.
or reversed? Rotations can
indicate specific neurological
patterns.
Line Quality: Are the lines4.
smooth and deliberate, or are they

shaky, broken, or heavily erased?
Spatial Organization: Are5.
multiple shapes placed
appropriately on the page, with
proper spacing and alignment?

These detailed scoring criteria make the
Test  of  Visual  Motor  Skills  a  rich
source  of  diagnostic  information.  A
therapist  can  look  beyond  the  overall
score  to  identify  specific  patterns  of
difficulty,  such  as  problems  with  spatial
judgment versus fine motor control.

WHO SHOULD TAKE THE TEST OF
VISUAL MOTOR SKILLS?

Referrals  for  a  Test of  Visual  Motor
Skills can come from multiple sources.
Parents who notice their child struggling
with  puzzles,  scissors,  or  handwriting
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may  request  an  evaluation.  Teachers
may observe that a student takes much
longer  to  complete  written  work,  has
difficulty  copying  from  the  board,  or
produces work that is unusually messy
for  their  age.  Pediatricians  sometimes
recommend testing when developmental
milestones are delayed. The test is also
used  in  clinical  settings  for  children
diagnosed  with  autism  spectrum
disorder,  attention-deficit  hyperactivity
disorder,  developmental  coordination
disorder, or specific learning disabilities.
While  the  test  is  most  common  in
childhood, adults who have experienced
traumatic  brain  injury,  stroke,  or
neurological  conditions  may  also  be
assessed using adapted versions. Visual
motor integration is a critical function for
driving,  operating  machinery,  and

performing  complex  vocational  tasks,
making this  evaluation valuable across
the lifespan.

What the Test
Does Not
Measure
It is equally important to understand the
limitations of the Test of Visual Motor
Skills.  This  test  does  not  measure
general intelligence, creativity, or overall
academic potential. A low score does not
mean  a  child  is  unintelligent  or  lazy.
Simi lar ly,  a  high  score  does  not
guarantee  academic  success.  The  test
specifically  targets  the  integration  of
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visual  perception  and  motor  output.
Other  cogn i t i ve ,  sensory ,  and
environmenta l  factors  must  be
considered for a complete picture of a
person's abilities.

PREPARING FOR THE TEST OF
VISUAL MOTOR SKILLS

Preparation  for  the  Test  of  Visual
Motor Skills is minimal, which is one of
its  advantages.  No special  studying or
practice is required or recommended. In
fact,  pract ic ing  drawing  shapes
beforehand could  skew the  results,  as
the  test  aims  to  measure  innate
integration  rather  than  learned  skill.
However,  ensuring  the  child  is  well-
rested,  fed,  and  comfortable  can  help
them perform at their best.
It  is  also helpful  to  reduce anxiety by

explaining  the  test  in  simple  terms.
Parents can say something like, "You will
be asked to draw some shapes. Just do
your  best,  and  there  are  no  wrong
answers." The examiner will also work to
build rapport and make the experience
positive. The test typically takes 15 to 30
minutes, which is manageable for most
attention spans.

INTERPRETING RESULTS AND
NEXT STEPS

After the Test of Visual Motor Skills is
completed and scored, the examiner will
review  the  findings  with  the  family  or
individual. A thorough report will include
the scores, an analysis of strengths and
weaknesses,  and  specific
recommendations.  If  the  scores  fall
w i t h i n  t h e  a v e r a g e  r a n g e ,  n o
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intervention  may  be  needed,  though
monitoring  in  certain  areas  might  be
suggested. If scores are below average,
the next step is typically to investigate
further. The examiner may recommend
additional assessments to rule out other
issues, such as visual acuity problems,
fine motor delays, or sensory processing
difficulties.

Interventions
and Support
Strategies
When  a  deficit  is  identified,  targeted
interventions  can  make  a  significant
difference.  Occupational  therapy  is  the

most  common  pathway,  as  therapists
have  extensive  training  in  improving
visual  motor  integration.  Interventions
may include:

Fine Motor Activities:
Playdough, threading beads, using
tweezers, and building with small
blocks can strengthen the muscles
in the hands and improve control.
Visual Tracking Exercises:
Mazes, word searches, and
following a moving object with the
eyes help train the visual system.
Copying and Tracing Tasks:
Structured activities that require
reproducing shapes, letters, and
patterns build the specific skills
measured by the Test of Visual
Motor Skills.
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Technology-Based Tools: Some
apps and computer programs are
designed to improve visual motor
coordination through interactive
games.
Accommodations in School: For
children who continue to struggle,
accommodations such as reduced
copying requirements, use of
graph paper, or allowing typed
assignments can reduce
frustration while skills develop.

It is important to note that improvement
takes time and consistency. Small, daily
practice sessions are more effective than
longer,  less  f requent  sess ions.
Celebrating  progress,  no  matter  how
small,  helps  maintain  motivation  and
confidence.

CONNECTING VISUAL MOTOR
SKILLS TO BROADER
DEVELOPMENT

The  Test  of  Visual  Motor  Skills
provides  a  snapshot  of  one  critical
developmental  domain,  but  it  is  best
understood  within  the  context  of  a
child's  overall  growth.  Visual  motor
integration does not develop in isolation.
It  is  influenced  by  sensory  processing,
gross  motor  contro l ,  cogni t ive
development,  and  even  emotional
regulation.  A  child  who  is  anxious  or
fatigued  may  perform  differently  on  the
test  than  they  would  on  a  good  day,
which is why skilled examiners consider
multiple sources of information.
Furthermore,  visual  motor  skills  are
closely  linked  to  executive  functions
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such as planning, attention, and impulse
control. When a child copies a complex
shape, they must plan the sequence of
lines, maintain focus, and resist the urge
to rush. Poor performance on the Test
of Visual Motor Skills may sometimes
reflect  challenges  in  these  higher-order
cognitive areas rather than a pure motor
or visual deficit.
This interconnectedness underscores the
importance of a holistic approach. A low
score is not a label but a clue. It guides
professionals  and  families  toward  the
specific  supports  that  can  help  a  child
thrive.  With  appropriate  intervention,
many children  make substantial  gains,
catching up to their peers and gaining
confidence in their abilities.

COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT THE
TEST OF VISUAL MOTOR SKILLS

Parents  and  educators  often  have
questions  about  what  the  test  entails
and  how to  use  the  results.  Here  are
some of the most common inquiries:

Is the test painful
or stressful?
No, the test is non-invasive and involves
only  drawing.  Most  children  find  it
interesting  and  enjoy  the  one-on-one
attention  from  the  examiner.  The
atmosphere is  typically  supportive and
encouraging.



Test Of Visual Motor Skills 11

11

Can the test be
repeated?
Yes, the Test of Visual Motor Skills
can  be  readministered  to  measure
progress  over  time.  However,  it  is
generally recommended to wait at least
six  months  between  assessments  to
avoid  practice  effects  and  to  allow  time
for intervention to take effect.

Are there
cultural biases in

the test?
Modern versions of the test have been
designed to minimize cultural bias. The
shapes used are abstract and geometric,
not  culturally  specific  symbols.  Norms
are  often  updated  to  reflect  diverse
populations. However, no test is perfect,
and results should always be interpreted
by  a  professional  who  considers  the
i n d i v i d u a l ' s  b a c k g r o u n d  a n d
experiences.

Can adults take
this test?
Yes,  although  it  is  most  common  in
children,  older  versions  and  adapted
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forms  are  ava i lab le  for  adu l ts ,
particularly  in  neuropsychological  and
rehabilitation  settings.  The  same
principles  apply,  though the normative
comparisons differ.

THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN
VISUAL MOTOR ASSESSMENT

While  traditional  paper-and-pencil
versions of the Test of Visual Motor
Skills  remain  the  gold  standard,
technology is beginning to play a role in
assessment. Digital tablets and styluses
can  capture  detai led  data  about
pressure,  speed,  and  stroke  sequence
that  human  scoring  may  miss.  These
tools are still emerging but hold promise
for  more  precise  analysis  and  remote
administration. However, they also raise
questions  about  accessibility  and  the

comparability of digital versus traditional
formats. For now, most professionals rely
on  the  establ ished  paper-based
protocols  with  manual  scoring.

CONCLUSION

The Test of Visual Motor Skills  is a
powerful tool for understanding how well
an  individual's  eyes  and  hands  work
together.  Whether  used  to  identify  a
delay,  guide  intervention,  or  measure
progress,  this  assessment  provides
valuable  insights  that  can  shape  a
person's educational and developmental
journey. Visual motor integration is not
just  about  drawing shapes;  it  is  about
the  ability  to  interact  with  the  world
effectively  and  confidently.  By
recognizing  the  signs  of  difficulty  and
seeking appropriate evaluation, parents
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and educators can offer targeted support
that  makes  a  real  difference.  If  you
suspect  that  a child in your care may
benefit  from  this  assessment,  consult
with an occupational therapist or school

psychologist.  Early  identification  and
intervention  are  key  to  helping  every
individual develop the skills they need to
succeed in school, at home, and beyond.


