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UNDERSTANDING THE ALLEN
COGNITIVE PLACEMAT TEST
SCORING SYSTEM

The Allen Cognitive Placemat Test is a
widely used assessment tool in
occupational therapy and cognitive
rehabilitation. It is designed to evaluate
a person's cognitive abilities, specifically
their learning potential and problem-

solving skills, through a structured and
tactile activity. The test involves a series
of tasks using a placemat, strings, and
knots, which allows clinicians to observe
how an individual processes instructions,
follows sequences, and adapts to
challenges. Central to the effectiveness
of this assessment is the rigorous and
systematic Allen Cognitive Placemat
Test scoring system, which translates
observed behaviors into meaningful
cognitive levels. This article provides a
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comprehensive guide to understanding,
applying, and interpreting the scoring
methodology, ensuring that practitioners
can accurately gauge a client's
functional cognition and tailor
interventions accordingly.

What is the Allen
Cognitive
Placemat Test?

Before delving into scoring details, it is
essential to grasp the test's foundation.
Developed by cognitive disability
theorist Claudia Allen, the test is part of
the larger Allen Cognitive Level Screen
(ACLS) family. The placemat version,

often referred to as the Allen Cognitive
Placemat Test (ACPT), is a more
advanced and nuanced edition. It uses a
standard placemat with pre-cut slits and
a set of colorful strings. The test
administrator presents a series of
tasks—from simple lacing to complex
weaving patterns—that align with
different cognitive levels. The
individual's performance is then
interpreted using the Allen Cognitive
Placemat Test scoring guidelines,
which range from Level 3 to Level 6 on
the Allen Cognitive Scale. This scale
measures a person's ability to attend,
learn, and apply new information in a
practical context, making it invaluable
for clinicians working with individuals
with dementia, traumatic brain injury,
mental illness, or developmental
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disabilities.

The Importance
of Accurate Allen
Cognitive
Placemat Test
Scoring

Accurate scoring is critical for several
reasons. First, it directly influences
clinical decisions regarding treatment
plans, discharge planning, and safety
recommendations. A misinterpreted
score might lead to overestimating a
client's ability to live independently or

underestimating their need for
supervised care. Second, the scoring
system provides a common language
among healthcare professionals,
facilitating communication across
disciplines. Third, consistent and reliable
scoring allows for tracking cognitive
changes over time, which is essential for
evaluating intervention effectiveness or
disease progression. Therefore,
mastering Allen Cognitive Placemat
Test scoring is not merely a technical
skill but a cornerstone of ethical and
effective practice.

How the Allen



Cognitive

minimal cueing. Let's break down the
key components that contribute to the
Allen Cognitive Placemat Test

Pl a C e m at Te Stscoring process.

Scoring Syste

Works

The scoring system is based on direct
observation of the client's performance
on six distinct tasks, each increasing in
complexity. The clinician does not simply
mark right or wrong but rather assesses
the quality of the client's approach,
learning ability, and error recognition.
The final score is a single number
representing the highest level at which
the client can consistently perform with

SK DESCRIPTIONS AND
RESPONDING COGNITIVE
LEVELS

The ACPT includes six tasks, often
numbered as Task 1 through Task 6.
Each task corresponds to a specific
cognitive level:

e Task 1: Simple Lace (Level 3) -
The client laces a string through
the placemat's perimeter in a
simple over-and-under pattern.

e Task 2: Stitch (Level 3.4 to 3.8) -
The client creates a running stitch
along one edge.
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e Task 3: Modified Cordovan
Knot (Level 4) - A more complex
knot that requires sequencing and
bimanual coordination.

e Task 4: Chain Stitch (Level 4.2
to 4.8) - The client learns a looping
chain stitch, demonstrating short-
term memory and motor planning.

e Task 5: Single Twist Knot (Level
5) - This involves a knot that
requires spatial manipulation and
sustained attention.

e Task 6: Single Twist Knot with
Variation (Level 5.2 to 6) - The
highest task, requiring flexible
problem-solving and error self-
correction.

During testing, the clinician observes
how the client performs each task. If the

client successfully completes the task
independently or with minimal verbal
cues, the clinician moves to the next
task. The scoring stops when the client
demonstrates consistent difficulty (e.g.,
needs repeated demonstration, cannot
complete after several attempts, or
becomes frustrated). The final score is
determined by the highest task the
client can complete with reasonable
accuracy and learning.

KeYy SCORING CRITERIA

The Allen Cognitive Placemat Test
scoring criteria focus on four main
aspects of performance:

1. Accuracy of the Motor Action:
Does the client correctly imitate
the demonstrated movement?



Errors may include threading the
string through the wrong slit,
missing a loop, or twisting the
string incorrectly.

. Verbal and Visual Learning:
How many cues or demonstrations
are needed? A client who learns
after one demonstration is scored
higher than one who requires
repeated modeling.

. Error Recognition and
Correction: Can the client notice
an error without being told? If they
make a mistake, do they
spontaneously correct it, or do
they need prompting? This is a
crucial indicator of higher-level
cognitive function.

. Independence vs. Dependence:

Does the client rely on step-by-

step verbal guidance, or do they
work independently once the initial
instruction is given? Less reliance
on cues indicates a higher
cognitive level.

THE SCORING GRID AND
CALCULATION

Clinicians typically use a standardized
scoring sheet that includes a grid for
each task. The sheet allows the clinician
to note the number of cues, errors, and
whether the client self-corrects. The final
Allen Cognitive Placemat Test
scoring is not an average but a
hierarchical assignment. For example, if
a client completes Task 3 (Level 4)
perfectly but fails Task 4 (Level 4.2 to
4.8), the final score might be a 4.0 or
slightly above, depending on the quality

Allen Cognitive Placemat Test Scoring

2022-09-08



Allen Cognitive Placemat Test Scoring 7

of performance on Task 3. The scoring
system uses decimal increments (e.qg.,
4.2, 4.6) to capture gradations within
levels. These decimal points are derived
from specific behavioral indicators
described in the test manual, such as
the number of cues needed or the
consistency of motor performance.

Common
Challenges in
Allen Cognitive
Placemat Test

Scoring

Even experienced clinicians can face
challenges when applying the scoring
system. Here are some common pitfalls
and how to avoid them:

e Confusing motor ability with
cognitive ability: A client with
severe hand tremors might
struggle physically but still possess
high-level cognitive skills. The
scorer must distinguish between
motor limitations and cognitive
deficits.

 Inconsistent cueing: The test
manual defines specific types of
cues (gesture, verbal,
demonstration). Using different
cue types across clients can skew



results. Standardization is key. 1y s
e Scoring based on first attempt COg n |tlve

only: The test allows for up to

three demonstration attempts for Pl a Ce m at Te St
certain tasks. Scorers should follow

the protocol precisely and not 1 "

penalize clients for needing the SCO rl n g I n

allowed number of repetitions.

e Cultural and educational C||n|ca| Pra Ct|ce

influences: Prior experience with

crafts or sewing might artificially Once the score is determined, the
inflate scores. The clinician should clinician uses it to inform treatment and
note these factors in the recommendations. Scores between 3.0
interpretation. and 4.0 typically indicate a need for

maximal assistance with daily activities

1 and a highly structured environment.

I nte rp retl ng Al Ien Scores between 4.0 and 5.0 suggest the
client can learn routine tasks with some

supervision, while scores above 5.0
indicate the potential for independent
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living with occasional oversight. For
example, a score of 4.6 often
corresponds to the ability to follow a
daily routine with verbal prompts,
whereas a score of 5.8 reflects the
capacity to handle complex multi-step
tasks like medication management. The
Allen Cognitive Placemat Test
scoring thus directly translates into
functional recommendations, making it a
powerful tool for occupational therapists.

INTEGRATING SCORING WITH OTHER
ASSESSMENTS

No single test provides a complete
picture. The ACPT should be combined
with other measures, such as the
Routine Task Inventory (RTI) or the
Cognitive Performance Test (CPT), to
cross-validate findings. Additionally, the

client's history, diagnosis, and current
environment must be considered. For
instance, a person with early-stage
dementia might score 5.0 on a good day
but 4.2 when fatigued. Repeated
assessments using Allen Cognitive
Placemat Test scoring can reveal
fluctuations and help in planning
adaptive strategies.

Training and
Certification for
Accurate Scoring

Due to the nuanced nature of the scoring
system, formal training is strongly
recommended. Many organizations offer



workshops and online courses that
include video case studies and
supervised practice. Clinicians who
become certified in the Allen Cognitive
Level Screen gain proficiency in the
placemat test and its scoring nuances.
Continuous learning is important, as
research occasionally updates the
interpretation guidelines. Using the
Allen Cognitive Placemat Test
scoring without adequate training can
lead to unreliable results and poor
clinical outcomes.

Practical Tips for

10

Administrators

To ensure the most accurate results,
administrators should:

e Set up a quiet, well-lit environment
with minimal distractions.

 Place the placemat directly in front
of the client, oriented correctly.

* Use the specific colored strings as
per the test protocol (usually red,
blue, green, and yellow).

e Speak clearly and at a moderate
pace, avoiding sudden changes in
tone.

e Record observations immediately
after each task to avoid memory
bias.

e Review the scoring sheet after the
session to double-check decisions.
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Conclusion

The Allen Cognitive Placemat Test
scoring system is a sophisticated and
invaluable tool for evaluating cognitive
function in a practical, hands-on manner.
By understanding the hierarchical nature
of the tasks, the criteria for evaluation,
and the common challenges, clinicians
can generate accurate scores that guide
meaningful interventions. This test

11

moves beyond theoretical cognition and
captures real-world learning and
problem-solving abilities. When used
with proper training and in conjunction
with other assessments, it empowers
healthcare professionals to design
personalized care plans that respect
each individual's cognitive potential and
limitations. Mastering the scoring system
is not just about numbers—it is about
translating nuanced behavior into
compassionate, effective care.



