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As we head into fall, there is so much happening across FASP and so much 
to celebrate! This year has been about IGNITING connections, ideas, advoca-
cy, and action, and I continue to be inspired by what happens when Florida’s 
school psychologists come together with a shared purpose. 

We saw that energy firsthand during our Virtual Summer Institute, which 
was a tremendous success. The virtual format allowed professionals from 
across Florida and beyond to participate in high-quality professional learning 
from wherever they were, with continuing education opportunities available 
for both school psychologists and Board Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBAs). 
Thank you to everyone who attended, presented, planned, and helped make 
the Institute possible. Your participation demonstrated the value of providing 
accessible, relevant professional learning opportunities for the professionals 
serving Florida’s students and schools. 

Now, we are carrying that momentum into our biggest gathering of the year. 

IT’S TIME TO RIDE THE WAVE! 

Registration is officially open for the 2026 FASP Annual Conference, October 28–30 at the Hilton St. 
Petersburg Bayfront, with post-conference licensure sessions on October 31. 

This year’s conference is designed to give us opportunities to learn, connect, recharge, and celebrate 
the incredible work of school psychologists throughout Florida. With six featured speakers, numer-
ous invited presenters, and more than 40 CE/CPD sessions, attendees will have access to profession-
al learning across a wide range of topics relevant to our work. 

Of course, our Annual Conference is about much more than professional development hours. It is 
one of the few times each year when school psychologists from across our state can come together 
as a professional community. 

We’ll reconnect with colleagues, welcome new professionals and graduate students, visit with spon-
sors and exhibitors, enjoy poster sessions and our Welcome Reception, recognize outstanding contri-
butions during the Awards Ceremony, support the CSFI silent auction, and celebrate together at our 
Conference Celebration and Member Social. 

The conference will also include our Annual General Business Meeting of the membership, an im-
portant opportunity to hear about the work of our association, participate in FASP business, and look 
toward the year ahead. 

This year’s Business Meeting will be especially meaningful to me as we hold our traditional Passing 
the Gavel. My tenure as FASP President will come to an end, and our current President-Elect, Jamie 
Donnelly, will begin her tenure as President. 

While passing the gavel marks a change in leadership, it also represents something much larger: the 
continuity of an association built by generations of school psychologists who have volunteered their 
time, expertise, and voices on behalf of our profession and Florida’s students. I look forward to cele-
brating that transition with all of you and supporting Jamie and the next FASP leadership team as 
they carry our work forward. 

For our DOH-licensed members, the learning can continue on Saturday, October 31, with post-

conference sessions addressing the licensure-required topics of domestic violence and medical er-
rors. 

(continued on next page) 
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MAKING OUR COLLECTIVE VOICE HEARD 

Professional learning and connection are central to FASP’s mission, but so is ensuring that 
school psychologists have a voice in the decisions that affect our profession and the students, 
families, schools, and communities we serve. 

Your FASP Board, committees, and lobbyist continue to monitor issues affecting school psychol-
ogy in Florida and identify opportunities for our association to engage with policymakers and 
other stakeholders. As Florida continues to confront a critical shortage of school psychologists, 
our collective voice is particularly important in conversations surrounding workforce develop-
ment, professional standards, access to qualified school psychological services, school safety, stu-
dent resiliency, and timely and effective services for students. 

Our advocacy also extends beyond Florida. Through our relationships and collaboration with pro-
fessional colleagues and organizations nationally, we have opportunities to ensure that the expe-
riences and perspectives of Florida school psychologists are represented in conversations affect-
ing our profession at both the state and national levels. 

And advocacy is not something that belongs only to your Board or our lobbyist. FASP is our col-
lective voice. 

In the months ahead, watch for opportunities to learn about emerging issues, communicate 
with policymakers, participate in advocacy efforts, and help us tell the story of what school psy-
chologists contribute every day. The experiences you have in your schools and communities 
matter, and they help policymakers understand both the challenges facing our profession and 
the essential role school psychologists play in supporting Florida’s students. 

FROM IGNITE TO THE NEXT WAVE 

As my tenure as FASP President comes to a close, I am incredibly proud of the energy, engage-
ment, and commitment I have seen throughout our association. 

IGNITE was never intended to describe a single conference, initiative, or year. It was about spark-
ing connections, encouraging new ideas, strengthening our collective voice, and inspiring peo-
ple to become engaged in the future of our profession. 

Our Virtual Summer Institute demonstrated that momentum. Our advocacy efforts continue to 
build upon it. And our Annual Conference gives us one more opportunity to bring that energy 
together and then carry it forward into FASP’s next chapter. 

So come Ride the Wave with us October 28–30 in St. Petersburg. 

Come to learn something new. Come to reconnect with colleagues. Come to meet someone 
new. Come to participate in your professional association. Come to celebrate our profession and 
the people who make it stronger. 

And come help us pass the gavel as we celebrate what we have accomplished together and look 
forward to what comes next. 

I can’t wait to see you in St. Petersburg! 

Amy Clark, Ed.S. 
President, Florida Association of School Psychologists 
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From November 9–13, 2026, school psychologists 
and school communities across the country will 
celebrate National School Psychology Week 
(NSPW). This year’s theme, “Inspire Connection,” 
recognizes something central to our work: mean-
ingful relationships help students thrive. NASP de-
scribes the week as an opportunity to celebrate the 
contributions of school psychologists and the con-
nections they build with students, families, educa-
tors, and communities. 

Connection may sound simple, but in schools it 
takes deliberate work. A student needs to feel 
heard before they can tell us what is making 
school difficult. A family needs to trust that its per-
spective matters before a meeting becomes a gen-
uine partnership. A teacher needs a colleague who 
will help understand a concern and work through 
possible solutions. School psychologists are often 
in a position to bring these perspectives together. 

We see the value of connection in individual mo-
ments: a student who begins to seek help, a family 
that leaves a meeting understanding the plan, or a 
teacher who feels supported in trying a new inter-
vention. We also see it in the systems we help 

Inspire Connection: Celebrating National 
School Psychology Week in Florida 

build. When teams share information, examine stu-
dent needs together, and follow up on whether 
supports are working, schools can respond more 
effectively. NSPW gives us a chance to recognize 
both the personal and the collaborative parts of our 
profession. 

A POSTER THAT STARTS A CONVERSATION 

NASP’s 2026 “Inspire Connection” poster can be 
more than a display for the week. Place it where 
students, families, and staff will see it, then use it to 
begin a conversation: Who helps you feel connect-
ed at school? How do you help someone else feel 
included? What could our school do to make it 
easier to ask for help? 

Those questions can take different forms across 
grade levels. Younger students might draw or 
name people they can turn to. Older students 
might discuss what helps a new student feel wel-
come or what makes it easier to approach an adult 
with a concern. Staff might use the poster to reflect 
on which students are well connected to school 
and which students may need a more intentional 
invitation into the community. 

NASP offers the poster in English and Spanish, and 
posters and stickers are available through its store. 
If you plan to use the artwork in a newsletter, 
handout, or other publication, check NASP’s posted 
guidance on reproduction and distribution. 

A FOCUS FOR EACH DAY 

NASP’s 2026 theme page provides a question for 
each day of NSPW. These prompts offer an easy 
way to plan a week that goes beyond a single an-
nouncement or thank-you message. 

Monday asks, “What connections inspire you?” 
We can begin by recognizing the partnerships that 
help students succeed. Consider thanking a teach-

Monica Oganes, Florida Delegate to the National Association of School Psychologists 

https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/advocacy/national-school-psychology-week-%28nspw%29/about-the-theme-x62972
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er, family member, support staff member, or com-
munity partner for something specific they con-
tributed. A concrete example tells people more 
about our shared work than a general expression 
of appreciation. 

Tuesday asks, “Where can connection take 
you?” This is an opportunity to show how school 
psychologists connect people, information, and 
services. An example might be how a team com-
bines classroom observations, family input, student 
perspectives, and progress data to decide what 
support to try next. It can also help others see the 
breadth of school psychological services, including 
consultation, intervention, mental and behavioral 
health support, and work at the schoolwide level. 

Wednesday asks, “How will we inspire change?” 
Connection can lead to advocacy. NASP points to 
shortages of school psychologists and the need to 
work with educators, families, and communities to 
strengthen students’ access to support. We can 
use the day to explain what comprehensive school 
psychological services look like and what condi-
tions allow us to provide them. Sharing an example 
from our own practice can make that conversation 
more meaningful to decision makers. 

Thursday asks, “What connects us?” This prompt 
turns our attention to belonging. Students are 
more than the concerns that bring them to a team 
meeting. Their identities, experiences, interests, 
and strengths matter to how they experience 
school. We can ask whose perspectives are repre-
sented in our conversations and whose we need to 
seek out more actively. 

Friday invites us to carry connection forward. 
Recognition is valuable, especially in a profession 
whose work is sometimes behind the scenes. The 
strongest conclusion to NSPW, though, is a com-
mitment we can act on afterward: a new partner-
ship, a clearer way to communicate with families, 
or a regular opportunity to hear directly from stu-
dents. 

GET READY TOGETHER AT THE OCTOBER 14 
TOWN HALL 

Members do not have to plan the week on their 

own. NASP will host a virtual NSPW Member 
Town Hall on Wednesday, October 14, at 8:00 
p.m. ET. Members will hear practical ideas from 
NASP’s Professional Communication Committee, 
explore resources they can use in their schools and 
communities, and learn how other members are 
planning to celebrate. 

I encourage Florida members to register for the 
NSPW Member Town Hall. Bring a question, an 
idea you are considering, or simply a willingness to 
see what colleagues are doing. The gathering is a 
chance to make connections of our own before we 
invite our school communities to do the same. 

RESOURCES TO HELP FLORIDA MEMBERS PAR-
TICIPATE 

NASP’s NSPW page gathers planning and commu-
nication tools in its “In This Section” links. Mem-
bers can explore suggested activities, sample re-
sources, a state resource guide, and information 
about Advocacy Action Day. The sample resources 
include a letter to the school community, a press 
release, a sample proclamation, coloring pages, 
and activities for graduate programs. These materi-
als can help members choose an activity that fits 
the time and support available in their setting. 

A school psychologist with limited time might 
share a short introduction to their role and invite 
one question from staff or families. A district team 
might coordinate messages across schools or work 
with its communications office to describe school 
psychological services to the wider community. 
Graduate students and faculty can use the week to 
connect future school psychologists with practic-
ing colleagues. NASP also highlights programs fo-
cused on gratitude, recognizing individual contri-
butions, and celebrating students’ strengths. 

WHAT CONNECTION ASKS OF US IN FLORIDA 

Across Florida, the relationships we build must re-
flect the students and communities we serve. Fam-
ilies bring different languages, experiences with 
schools, and understandings of their children’s 
strengths and needs. We build stronger partner-
ships when we listen first, explain our findings 
clearly, and make space for families to participate 
fully. When language access is needed, that partici-
pation requires preparation and appropriate inter-
pretation, not simply an invitation to attend. 

https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/CdKjgjyWT8OfZrenGEnl3A#/registration
https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/CdKjgjyWT8OfZrenGEnl3A#/registration
https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/advocacy/national-school-psychology-week-%28nspw%29


 

12 

The same care applies when we work with educa-
tors. A teacher seeking help may be managing 
many needs at once. Connection means asking 
what they have observed, understanding what is 
feasible in their classroom, and agreeing on how 
we will know whether a plan is helping. Our exper-
tise is most useful when it becomes part of a 
shared effort that can be carried through and ad-
justed over time. 

As we prepare for November, I encourage FASP 
members to choose one connection to strength-
en. Reach out to a family whose perspective you 
need to understand better. Invite a student’s voice 
into a discussion about their support. Check in with 
a teacher after an intervention begins. Thank a col-
league whose work often goes unseen. Use the 
NASP poster or daily prompts to open a conversa-
tion, then decide how that conversation will con-
tinue. 

National School Psychology Week celebrates 
school psychologists, but it also reminds us why 
our work matters. Every day, we have opportunities 
to help students feel understood, bring people to-
gether around a shared concern, and make school 
a place where more children can thrive. Let us use 

“Inspire Connection” as both a celebration of that 
work and an invitation to deepen it throughout 
the year. 

 

AI Disclosure: Generative AI was used to assist with 
drafting and editing this post. I reviewed and re-
vised the content and take responsibility for its 
accuracy and final form.  
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Attendees participated in 
engaging sessions on topics 
such as behavioral and exec-
utive functioning supports, 
gamified tiered interven-
tions, selective mutism, and 
effective advocacy. We extend our appre-
ciation to the outstanding presenters, in-
cluding Dr. Evan Dart, Dr. Christopher Bar-
clay, Dr. Nick Cutro, Dr. Jessica Minahan, 
Dr. Jami Furr, Dr. Austin Cole, Dr. Noelle 
DeLaCruz, and John Cerra, for sharing 

 

their expertise and practical strategies 
with attendees. 

Thank you to everyone who 
attended, presented, and 
helped make this year's Sum-
mer Institute a success. The 
engagement and collabora-
tion demonstrated through-
out the event reflect the 
strength of Florida's school 
psychology community. 

We look forward to continu-
ing the conversation and re-

connecting with many of you at the up-
coming FASP Annual Conference. Until 
then, thank you for your continued sup-
port of FASP and for the important work 
you do on behalf of students, families, and 
schools. 

2026 FASP Summer Institute Wrap-Up 

Ashley Womble, FASP Newsletter Chair 

This summer, school psychologists and re-
lated professionals from across the state
came together for the 2026 FASP Summer
Institute: Impact in Action, a
two-day virtual event fo-
cused on strengthening
practice and promoting pos-
itive outcomes for students
and schools.





 

 

Welcome to the 
debut installment 
of this recurring 
feature, which 
shines a spotlight 
on school psy-
chologists who are 
carving out im-
pactful career 
paths outside of 
conventional edu-
cational settings. 

By venturing beyond the traditional school en-
vironment, these practitioners showcase the 
extensive adaptability, clinical depth, and ver-
satile expertise inherent in our training, en-
couraging colleagues to expand their vision of 
what can be achieved within the profession.  
 

Our first featured guest is Dr. Maggie Nei-
dhardt, NCSP, co-owner of Maglione, Nei-
dhardt, & Associates. Maggie is a licensed 
school psychologist and a Licensed Mental 
Health Counselor (LMHC) through the Florida 
Department of Health. Like many of us in the 
field, she found her way to school psychology 
through a series of fortunate detours. 
 

After earning her B.A. in Psychology, Maggie 
became a teacher at a center-based school 
serving children with significant behavioral 
and emotional challenges, where she worked 
for seven years. During that time, she earned a 
master’s degree in Emotional and Behavioral 
Disorders (EBD), became a statewide trainer 
for a Georgia Learning Resource Services cen-
ter, and taught as an adjunct professor in Mer-
cer University’s College of Education. 
 

Maggie later transitioned into the role of 
Treatment Coordinator at the school. Because 
the position involved significant leadership 
responsibilities, she obtained a specialist de-
gree in Educational Leadership from Colum-
bus State University. Through her work with 
children in crisis, she developed an even deep-

NEW FEATURE! School Psychology Beyond the 
Schools: Exploring Alternative Career Roles 

Dr. Staci Lorenzo Suits, Owner of EduWorks of North Florida and Associate Director of 
the School Neuropsychology Institute

er appreciation for the complex challenges 
students may face when trying to learn while 
also managing disabilities and mental health 
concerns. That experience ultimately inspired 
her to pursue a specialist degree in School 
Psychology from Valdosta State University. 
 

After graduation, Maggie moved to Florida 
and began working as a school psychologist 
with Hillsborough County Schools. Although 
she enjoyed many aspects of the position, she 
became frustrated by the amount of time de-
voted to spreadsheets, meetings, and school-
based instructional initiatives. She valued op-
portunities to contribute to systems-level 
change, but her greatest professional passion 
remained working directly with individual stu-
dents and helping staff identify pathways to-
ward more successful functioning. She also 
found the extensive travel required across the 
district increasingly difficult to manage while 
raising two young children and having a hus-
band who frequently worked out of town. 
 

Maggie subsequently took a leave of absence 
and pursued her Doctorate of Education in 
School Psychology at Loyola University Chica-
go. During that time, she began working in 
private practice with a close friend to supple-
ment her income. What initially began as a 
practical arrangement ultimately helped clari-
fy the direction she wanted her career to take. 
After completing her doctorate, Maggie real-
ized that private practice allowed her to spend 
more of her time engaged in the work she 
found most meaningful and less time navi-
gating the structural demands of a large 
school system. She therefore made the deci-
sion to transition into private practice full-time. 
 

Through her extensive graduate coursework 
and additional supervised experience, Maggie 
was also able to become a Licensed Mental 
Health Counselor. Today, she works with both 
children and adults, combining her back-
grounds in education, school psychology, and 
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mental health counseling in a career that re-
flects the professional interests and priorities 
she developed throughout her journey. 
 

In the conversation that follows, Maggie 
shares her perspective on building a career 
beyond the traditional school setting and find-
ing work that aligns with her professional 
strengths and passions. 
 

WHAT EXPERIENCES FIRST LED YOU TO 
CONSIDER A LESS TRADITIONAL PROFES-
SIONAL PATH? 

 

I really enjoyed being able to put more of my 
time into the work I loved: counseling, as-
sessing, and working directly with families. 
There was a great deal of additional duties 
that I felt detracted from the time I wanted to 
spend doing what I was the only person on 
campus trained and certified to perform. 

  

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR CUR-
RENT PROFESSIONAL ROLE? 

 

I provide comprehensive evaluations for stu-
dents from PK through graduate school, as 
well as psychotherapy for children, adoles-
cents, and adults. I also run the practice along 
with a partner, and have administrative duties 
to manage the day-to-day business of the 
practice. 

  

IN WHAT WAYS DOES YOUR CURRENT 
WORK DIFFER FROM A TRADITIONAL 
SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY POSITION? 

 

 I no longer have the pleasure of working with 
students in school and I do miss that.  Howev-
er, I also don’t have to attend district team or 
school-based meetings, complete compliance 
related paperwork, or serve on school-based 
leadership teams. Although I enjoyed partici-
pating in systems level change at the school 
level, I was ready to put my focus into evalua-
tions and mental health, which was some-
times difficult to do when working within the 
scope of someone else’s agenda. 

 

 

 

 

  

WHICH ASPECTS OF YOUR SCHOOL PSY-
CHOLOGY TRAINING ARE MOST VALUABLE 
IN YOUR CURRENT ROLE? 

 

While my assessment training has been inval-
uable to my role as an evaluator, I am also in-
credibly grateful for the coursework I complet-
ed during both my Specialist and Doctorate 
degrees intended to prepare me to offer coun-
seling services. I am finding a great deal of ful-
fillment in utilizing my training as a psycho-
therapist. I think all of us have a strong desire 
to help others, and I feel that I spend most of 
my day doing something that gives me an in-
credible reward. 

  

WHAT MIGHT A TYPICAL WORKDAY OR 
WORKWEEK LOOK LIKE FOR YOU? 

 

I have two days a week for evaluations, and 
three days a week for counseling. Beyond di-
rect service time, I write and review counseling 
notes, create treatment plans, collaborate with 
schools and families, and of course write the 
reports for the evaluations I have conducted. 
Part of my days are dedicated to managing 
client questions or scheduling as well as talk-
ing to prospective clients. As I mentioned be-
fore, I also have some administrative duties, 
but I enjoy those because they grow my prac-
tice, which provides me with even more op-
portunities to help others. 
  

WHAT PROFESSIONAL ACCOMPLISHMENT 
IN THIS ROLE HAS BEEN ESPECIALLY MEAN-
INGFUL TO YOU? 

 

 It is incredibly rewarding to spend the majori-
ty of my time providing support directly to in-
dividuals in need. I’ve recently broadened my 
ability to provide therapeutic support, having 
attended Basic and Advanced Accelerated 
Resolution Therapy (ART) training. The pro-
gress made by some of my clients has been 
truly fascinating and I so wish I had this skill 
earlier in my career. Because I’ve spent so 
much of my career looking for the next ac-
complishment, it is odd to me that I am not 
looking for any particular professional accom-
plishments and nevertheless feel so fulfilled. 
Working with individuals regularly and watch-
ing them work hard to feel and function better 
has been an amazing reward for me. I feel so 
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very blessed to have a career that offers me 
such a sense of joy. 

  

WHAT IS THE MOST SIGNIFICANT CHAL-
LENGE ASSOCIATED WITH YOUR CURRENT 
ROLE? 

 

 I no longer have the benefit of an educator 
retirement plan. My husband is retired from 
the military, so we have access to health insur-
ance, but that would also be a hardship if I was 
managing that responsibility on my own. Es-
sentially, with all the flexibility comes the re-
sponsibility of managing your own healthcare 
and retirement. Additionally, if I need to take 
off work, I don’t get paid. There are no sick 
days when you work for yourself. 

  

WHAT RESOURCES OR NETWORKS SHOULD 
PRACTITIONERS LEVERAGE IF THEY WANT 
TO FOLLOW A SIMILAR PATH? 

 

I am blessed to be able to partner with an indi-
vidual who already possessed an established 
reputation as a skilled evaluator. We also were 
fortunate to have collaborated with a local 
psychiatrist on several cases, from whom we 
later rented space. I think creating a name for 
yourself by collaborating with other reputable 
providers is key. When you are in private prac-
tice, if you don’t network, you are on an island. 

  

WHAT FIRST STEP WOULD YOU RECOM-
MEND TO A SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST INTER-
ESTED IN EXPLORING ALTERNATIVE ROLES? 

 

Honestly, that is hard to say because all good 
opportunities have come to me by happen-
stance, although my business partner would 
say it was the quality of my work that put me 
in a place to benefit from opportunities. I 
would say that it is important to think deeply 
about what you love to do and be sure the pri-
vate practice work meets your professional 
and financial needs. 

  

WHERE DO YOU SEE THE GREATEST OP-
PORTUNITIES FOR SCHOOL PSYCHOLO-
GISTS TO EXPAND THEIR INFLUENCE IN THE 
FUTURE? 

 

In the schools we are trained to be advocates. 
Since I was an administrator and have exten-

sive experience working with special educa-
tion law, I love taking the critical and thorough 
eye of a school psychologist and applying it to 
advocacy work. It’s helpful to be able to sup-
port families in their journey even after the 
evaluation is complete. I would say that school 
psychologists’ unique contribution is to slow 
down and take a deeper look at what an indi-
vidual needs and have the knowledge to advo-
cate for that, even when the faster systems are 
inclined to shuffle students through a process, 
rather than use the process to understand and 
support the student. 

  

WHAT KEEPS YOU MOTIVATED AND IN-
SPIRED TO CONTINUE DOING THIS WORK? 

 

 I just really love it so much. When I was in 
high school, I was given a career inventory and 
it predicted I might enjoy the role of teacher, 
therapist, or psychologist. At the time, I want-
ed to be a computer programmer, and 
thought the assessment was garbage. While 
taking my first psychology class at Mercer, 
which I selected merely because it met an 
elective requirement, I became enamored 
with the subject. Helping others has always 
filled my bucket, so I’m immensely grateful to 
have a job that both fascinates and fulfills me. 
I’m also innately curious, which I think might 
be my most valuable asset. Even after 30 years, 
I still am blessed daily with opportunities to 
learn. Every person is unique and their insights 
are a gift. 
  

 

 

JOIN THE DIALOGUE 

 

We trust this initial feature has sparked inspi-
ration and reinforced the immense profes-
sional versatility our clinical training provides. 
Our vision is to establish this column as a per-
manent fixture in the FASP newsletter, con-
sistently showcasing the diverse and excep-
tional career trajectories of school psycholo-
gists. If you practice in an unconventional set-
ting, or if you know a colleague whose unique 
career path deserves recognition in an up-
coming edition, please reach out. You can 
share your suggestions directly with Staci 
Suits at stacisuits@eduworksnfl.com. 
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For many school psychologists, our professional 
identity is closely connected to the school set-
ting. Our graduate preparation emphasizes as-
sessment, consultation, intervention, prevention, 
mental and behavioral health, and collaboration 
with families and educators, most often within 
the context of schools. However, the knowledge 
and skills we develop as school psychologists 
can extend well beyond the school setting. 

Private practice is one way to expand how we 
use those skills. It can provide opportunities to 
work directly with children and families, develop 
areas of specialization, address needs that may 
not be adequately met in other settings, and 
have greater autonomy over the services we pro-
vide. 

I have been involved in private practice for many 
years, and one thing I have learned is that there 
is no single model for what a school psychology 
private practice should look like. Some school 
psychologists develop full-time practices, while 
others provide services on a limited basis in addi-
tion to their school-based positions. Practices 
may focus on psychoeducational or mental 
health assessment, consultation with families 
and schools, academic or behavioral interven-
tion, counseling, parent consultation, gifted as-
sessment, ASD, ADHD and learning evaluations, 
or other services that fall within the practitioner’s 
training, competence, and legal scope of prac-
tice. 

That flexibility is one of the things that makes 
private practice appealing. 

 

WHAT DO SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS BRING 
TO PRIVATE PRACTICE? 

I believe school psychologists bring a particularly 
valuable perspective to private practice. We are 
trained to understand children not only as indi-
viduals, but also within the systems in which 
they learn and develop. We consider cognitive, 
academic, behavioral, social-emotional, develop-
mental, environmental, and cultural factors 
when trying to understand a child’s functioning. 

Our understanding of schools is also extremely 
valuable when working privately with children 
and families. We know how educational deci-
sions are made, how interventions are imple-
mented, and how data are used to guide those 
decisions. We understand exceptional student 
education, multi-tiered systems of support, pro-
gress monitoring, accommodations, and the 
many factors that can affect a student’s perfor-
mance in school. This background allows us to 
do something particularly important in private 
practice: connect what we learn about a child 
through an evaluation or consultation to what is 
actually happening in the classroom and trans-
late our findings into recommendations that can 
be meaningful for families and educators. 

Assessment is another area in which school psy-
chologists bring considerable expertise. A com-
prehensive evaluation involves much more than 
administering tests and reporting scores. It re-
quires selecting appropriate instruments, inte-
grating multiple sources of information, consid-
ering alternative explanations for findings, un-
derstanding the limitations of our data, and 
translating results into recommendations that 
are useful to the child, family, and school. 

These are skills that are deeply embedded in our 
training as school psychologists. 

WHY CONSIDER PRIVATE PRACTICE? 

School psychologists consider private practice 
for many different reasons. Some want greater 
professional autonomy. Others identify a need in 
their communities that they believe they are 
uniquely qualified to address. Some want the 
opportunity to specialize in an area of particular 
interest or to work more directly with families. 
Private practice can also provide flexibility, an 
additional source of professional income, and 
opportunities to use our skills in ways that may 
not be possible within our regular employment. 

Private practice also does not have to mean leav-
ing the schools. 

Beyond the School Setting: Exploring Private Prac-
tice in School Psychology 
 

Monica Oganes, Ph.D., Monica Oganes & Associates 
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In fact, I think this is an important misconception 
to address. A school psychologist can begin very 
gradually, perhaps by accepting a small number 
of cases outside of regular employment. Starting 
slowly can provide an opportunity to learn what 
is involved in running a practice while deciding 
whether private practice is something you want 
to pursue more extensively. 

However, there is something I wish more school 
psychologists understood before they begin: be-
ing an excellent school psychologist does not 
automatically prepare you to run an excellent 
private practice. 

WHEN YOU BECOME RESPONSIBLE FOR THE 
PRACTICE 

When we work within a school system, many of 
the structures surrounding our professional work 
already exist. There are procedures for maintain-
ing records, obtaining consent, protecting confi-
dential information, purchasing assessment ma-
terials, responding to requests for records, and 
addressing legal or administrative concerns. We 
may have administrators, attorneys, technology 
departments, human resources personnel, and 
others available when questions arise. 

In private practice, many of those responsibilities 
become ours. 

Suddenly, we must think not only about the 
quality of the professional services we provide, 
but also about informed consent, confidentiality 
and privacy requirements, recordkeeping, pro-
fessional liability insurance, fees, cancellations, 
payment collection, secure communication, test 
security, telehealth, releases of information, busi-
ness operations, taxes, marketing, and many 
other issues. 

Questions that appear straightforward can also 
become surprisingly complicated. 

Who is the client when parents are separated or 
divorced? Who can consent to an evaluation? 
Who is entitled to receive the report? How 
should electronic records be stored? What infor-
mation can be shared with a school? What hap-
pens if a parent asks that certain findings not be 
included in a report? How long do records need 
to be maintained? What should we do when an-
other professional requests testing materials? 
What language can we appropriately use when 
communicating conclusions? 

These are not simply business questions. Many 
are legal and ethical questions as well. 

ETHICS AND LAW DO NOT END AT THE 
SCHOOLHOUSE DOOR 

Moving into private practice does not change 
our obligation to practice ethically. What does 
change is the level of personal responsibility we 
assume for making sure that all aspects of our 
practice meet applicable professional, ethical, 
and legal requirements. 

For school psychologists in Florida, one of the 
first things to understand is the authority under 
which we are practicing. Certification to practice 
school psychology within the educational sys-
tem and licensure for the independent practice 
of school psychology are not the same thing. Un-
derstanding our scope of practice, and the re-
quirements and limitations associated with pri-
vate practice, is essential. 

We also need to remain very aware of profes-
sional competence. The fact that a particular ser-
vice may fall within the general scope of school 
psychology does not necessarily mean that every 
school psychologist is prepared to provide it. We 
each have a responsibility to recognize the 
boundaries of our own education, training, su-
pervised experience, and professional expertise. 

Confidentiality, informed consent, documenta-
tion, conflicts of interest, advertising, fees, tele-
health, assessment practices, and communica-
tion of results can all take on additional dimen-
sions when we provide services independently. 
Depending on the nature and structure of a 
practice, additional state and federal require-
ments may also apply. 

This is why I encourage school psychologists to 
approach private practice intentionally. It is not 
simply school psychology practiced in a different 
location. 

BUILDING A PRACTICE THAT CAN LAST 

Starting a private practice is one challenge. 
Maintaining a successful one is another. 

A sustainable practice requires attention to both 
the quality of our professional services and the 
business that supports those services. One of the 
mistakes new practitioners can make is looking 
at what another psychologist charges and simp-
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ly selecting a similar fee. The actual cost of 
providing a service involves much more. 

Assessment materials, scoring systems, profes-
sional liability insurance, office expenses, tech-
nology, continuing education, licensure, taxes, 
administrative time, report writing, communica-
tion with families and other professionals, and 
other expenses all affect the true cost of provid-
ing services. 

Time is especially easy to underestimate. A two-

hour evaluation does not represent two hours of 
professional work. There may also be record re-
view, scoring, interpretation, report writing, feed-
back, consultation, scheduling, billing, and follow
-up. If those hours are not considered when es-
tablishing fees and scheduling cases, a practice 
that appears successful on paper may not actu-
ally be sustainable. 

I have also learned that a successful private prac-
tice is built heavily on professional relationships 
and reputation. Clear communication, thought-
ful evaluations, timely reports, useful recommen-
dations, appropriate professional boundaries, 
and strong relationships with referral sources 
contribute significantly to the long-term health 
of a practice. 

Ultimately, private practice requires us to think 
both as school psychologists and as practice 
owners. Our professional and ethical responsibili-
ties must always guide our decisions, but we also 
need systems that allow the practice itself to 
function effectively. 

IS PRIVATE PRACTICE RIGHT FOR YOU? 

Private practice is not necessarily the right path 
for every school psychologist, and it does not 
need to be an all-or-nothing career decision. For 
some practitioners, a small part-time practice 
provides exactly the professional variety and au-
tonomy they are looking for. Others may eventu-
ally build a full-time practice, develop a specialty 
area, expand their services, or create a profes-
sional path they had never envisioned when they 
first began. 

For me, private practice has been an important 
part of my professional journey. Over the years, I 
have also had the opportunity to help other 
school psychologists explore private practice and 
better understand the responsibilities that come 
with it. One of the things I enjoy most about 

these conversations is seeing the range of possi-
bilities that exist within our profession. 

The important first step is understanding what 
private practice really entails, including both its 
opportunities and its responsibilities. 

For school psychologists who are considering 
private practice, as well as those who already 
have an established practice, understanding the 
legal, ethical, practical, and business aspects of 
independent practice is essential to developing a 
practice that is professionally sound and sustain-
able. 

I will be presenting a CE/CPD workshop, Start-
ing and Maintaining a Successful Private 
Practice in School Psychology: Legal and Ethi-
cal Considerations, on Wednesday morning, 
October 28, at the FASP Annual Conference. 
We will take a closer look at many of these is-
sues, including the legal and ethical foundations 
of private practice, scope of practice, essential 
policies and documentation, business considera-
tions, and practical strategies for establishing 
and maintaining a successful school psychology 
practice. 

Whether you are simply wondering if private 
practice might be in your future, are preparing 
to get started, or already have an established 
practice, I hope you will join me. 

 

AI Disclosure: Generative AI was used to assist 
with drafting and editing this post. I reviewed 
and revised the content and take responsibility 
for its accuracy and final form.  
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Here is a com-
posite drawn 
from common 
patterns, not 
any one per-
son. A school 
psychologist 
finishes a sui-
cide risk as-
sessment at 
2:45, calls the 
parent, docu-

ments the safety plan and walks into a 3:15 
eligibility meeting. That night she lies awake 
running the same screening questions she 
asked the student, this time on herself. 
Sleep: poor for weeks. Interest in things she 
used to enjoy: fading. Patience with her own 
family: thin. Then she scores herself the way 
she would never let a colleague score a stu-
dent: “It’s just October.” 

School psychologists are among the best-

trained people in any building at noticing 
distress. That skill rarely gets pointed inward, 
and when it does, the verdict is usually “not 
yet.” This article is about that delay: why it 
happens to helpers in particular, and three 
concrete ways to shorten it. I am a licensed 
clinical social worker, not a school psycholo-
gist, so please read this as a peer perspective 
from the therapy side of the referral, not as 
practice guidance. 

THE LOAD IS NOT IMAGINARY 

The NASP 2020 Professional Standards say 
the ratio should not exceed one school psy-
chologist for every 500 students. NASP’s ra-
tio chart for the 2024-25 school year, built 

from U.S. Department of Education Com-
mon Core of Data, puts the national average 
at 1,071 students per school psychologist and 
Florida at 2,075, more than four times the 
recommended load. NASP labels those fig-
ures provisional. 

BURNOUT IS COMMON. THE WAIT IS 
WHAT WE CAN CHANGE. 

These pages have already carried good ad-
vice on boundaries and on preventing burn-
out. My focus is narrower: the stretch of time 
between noticing that something is wrong 
and actually sitting down with a therapist. 

Psychologists are not exempt from that 
stretch. In a survey of 260 professional psy-
chologists published in Professional Psy-
chology: Research and Practice in 2013, 
Bearse and colleagues found that burnout 
was the most frequently reported problem, 
and that the biggest obstacles to getting 
psychotherapy were difficulty finding a ther-
apist and lack of time. 

The same pattern shows up in other profes-
sions that hold everyone else together. In a 
2026 CEREVITY review of 307 executives 
who sought therapy through the CEREVITY 
network, the median gap between recogniz-
ing serious strain and a first session was 21 
months, and 58% waited for a crisis before 
reaching out. Among 297 physicians who 
sought therapy through the network, the 
delay was 22 months, and 61% said licensing 
fears held them back, a pattern CEREVITY 
describes in its report on why physicians put 
off therapy over licensing fears. Different 

School Psychologist Burnout: Why the Helpers in 
the Building Wait Too Long for Their Own Care 
 

Martha Fernandez, LCSW, CEREVITY 
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jobs, same mechanism: the more people de-
pend on you, the higher you set the bar for 
needing help yourself. 

WHY THE HELPERS WAIT 

Caseload guilt. Every hour spent on your 
own care feels like an hour a student waits 
for an evaluation. With a ratio like Florida’s, 
that math is real, which is exactly why it is so 
persuasive. But the arithmetic runs the oth-
er way too. A school psychologist who burns 
out and leaves takes an entire caseload with 
her. 

The knowledge trap. You teach coping 
skills. You know the cognitive model, the 
sleep handout and the grounding exercises. 
It is easy to conclude that knowing the tools 
should be enough, and that needing a ther-
apist means you failed to use them. Know-
ing how a skill works and applying it to your-
self while exhausted are different abilities. 
Nobody sees their own blind spots from the 
inside. 

A small referral world. The therapists in 
your county are often the people you refer 
families to, sit beside on community teams 
or see at the same trainings. Calling one of 
them for yourself can feel like crossing a line, 
and sometimes it does cross one. 

Credential worry. Like physicians, school 
psychologists hold credentials they cannot 
afford to lose, and many quietly wonder 
whether treatment could surface some-
where that matters. That worry deserves real 
answers, and it rarely gets them, because it 
is rarely asked out loud. 

THREE MOVES THAT SHORTEN THE WAIT 

1. Name your own early-warning sign and 
a threshold 

“I’ll get help if it gets bad” fails because “bad” 
keeps moving. Pick one sign that is specific 
to you and a threshold that triggers action. 
For example: “If I write reports on three Sun-
days in a row.” “If I stop answering personal 
texts for two weeks.” “If I find myself hoping 
every meeting gets canceled.” Write it down 
and tell one person what it is. When the 
threshold hits, you make the call, even if the 
week feels manageable. Treat it the way you 
would treat a student’s safety plan: the deci-
sion is made in advance so it does not de-
pend on your judgment on your worst day. 

This is more than self-care. The NASP Princi-
ples for Professional Ethics, part of the 2020 
Professional Standards, include Standard 
II.1.2, which says school psychologists “seek 
consultation or other assistance when per-
sonal problems arise that threaten to com-
promise their professional effectiveness.” 
Getting help early is part of the professional 
standard, not an exception to it. 

2. Book care outside your district and out-
side your referral network 

The simplest way around the small-world 
problem is distance. A therapist who is li-
censed in Florida but has no ties to your 
schools, the families you serve or your pro-
fessional circle removes the dual-role worry 
before it starts, and a video session from 
home before the first bell or after the last 
meeting answers the time problem too. 

Before the first session, ask four plain ques-
tions. What goes into my record? Who can 
see it? Does anything go to my employer or 
my insurer? Do you have early-morning or 
evening times? A vague answer to any of 
them is useful information. 

3. Build peer consultation that covers the 
clinician, not just the case 
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Most school psychologists have some form 
of consultation for hard cases. Far fewer 
have a standing place where someone 
asks how the psychologist is doing. Add 
one question to the consultation you al-
ready have. After the case is discussed, 
someone asks: “How are you carrying this 
one?” Rotate who asks, so the same per-
son is not always doing the caring. And if 
you told a colleague your threshold under 
the first move, this is where they get to 
hold you to it. 

Consultation is not therapy. Its job here is 
narrower: to notice when a colleague has 
crossed their own line and say so kindly. 

FOR LEAD PSYCHOLOGISTS AND SUPER-
VISORS 

If you lead a team, two things lower the 
barrier for everyone. First, keep a short list 
of Florida-licensed therapists outside your 
district that staff can contact directly, with-
out going through anyone. That takes the 
top barrier Bearse and colleagues found, 
difficulty finding a therapist, off the table 
before it comes up. Second, when some-
one asks for coverage for a therapy ap-
pointment, handle it the way you would 
handle any medical appointment: no 
questions, no explanation required. 

THE PROCESS YOU ALREADY BUILT 

When someone notices that a student is 
struggling, your building has a process: a 
screen, a threshold, a plan and a referral. 
You built much of that process. You are al-
lowed to use it on yourself, and the best 
time to start is before a crisis makes the 
decision for you. 
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BACKGROUND 

School psychologists, educators, and parents 
increasingly describe students as being 
“addicted” to screens or experiencing 
“dopamine withdrawal” when access to tech-
nology is disrupted or limited. While dopa-
mine withdrawal is not a recognized clinical 
diagnosis in the DSM-5, current research sug-
gests that excessive engagement with highly 
stimulating digital activities, such as social 
media, video games, streaming content, and 
short-form videos, can impact attention, moti-
vation, emotional regulation, and behavior in 
ways that affect school functioning. Recent 
studies indicate associations between exces-
sive screen use and increased symptoms of 
anxiety, depression, stress, executive function-
ing difficulties, and reduced academic en-
gagement among adolescents. Researchers 
have also found that digital environments are 
designed around reward mechanisms which 
capitalize on the brain's sensitivity to novelty, 
social feedback, and intermittent reinforce-
ment. This article reviews recent research, ex-
amines how digital reward cycles may mani-
fest in school settings, discusses implications 
for virtual education, and offers practical rec-
ommendations for school psychologists work-
ing with students, families, and educators. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Teachers describe students who appear una-
ble to tolerate boredom; become frustrated 
when academic tasks require sustained effort; 
and seem constantly distracted by digital de-
vices. Parents report emotional outbursts 
when screens/devices are removed, and diffi-
culties motivating children to engage in non-

digital activities. School psychologists may be 
asked whether students are experiencing a 
form of "dopamine withdrawal” or a 
“dopamine addiction.” 

Although these phrases have become popular 

in social media discussions and parenting fo-
rums, the science is nuanced. Dopamine is not 
a "pleasure chemical" that can simply be de-
pleted from the brain. Rather, dopamine func-
tions as a neurotransmitter involved in motiva-
tion, reward anticipation, learning, and rein-
forcement. Researchers have increasingly ex-
amined how modern digital platforms capital-
ize on these reward processes, potentially af-
fecting attention, self-regulation, and behav-
ioral patterns among children and adolescents 
(Chiu & Chein, 2022). 

 

For school psychologists, understanding the 
relationship between student behavior and 
digital reward systems is increasingly im-
portant. Whether students attend traditional 
schools, homeschool, or virtual programs, 
technology has become deeply integrated in-
to daily life. Consequently, difficulties related 
to attention, emotional regulation, task persis-
tence, sleep, and executive functioning may 
be influenced by patterns of digital engage-
ment (Nesi et al., 2020). 

 

UNDERSTANDING DOPAMINE: SEPARATING 
SCIENCE FROM POPULAR CULTURE 

Popular media frequently defines dopamine 
as the brain's "feel good chemical." Alternative-
ly, modern neuroscience has found that dopa-
mine's primary role involves motivation, learn-
ing, reward prediction, and behavioral rein-
forcement rather than pleasure alone. When 
one anticipates a rewarding experience, the 
brain’s dopamine activity increases, helping 
motivate behavior toward obtaining that re-
ward (Chiu & Chein, 2022; Tereshchenko, 2023). 

 

Digital platforms are especially effective at en-
gaging reward pathways because they deliver 
unpredictable and intermittent rewards. For 
example, a student scrolling through social 

Beyond “Dopamine Withdrawal”: How Digital Re-
ward Cycles Are Shaping Student Behavior in 
Schools 
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media may occasionally encounter an exciting 
video; earn a gaming reward; receive a mes-
sage from a friend; or receive attention/social 
validation through likes, comments, etc. Be-
cause these rewards occur unpredictably, us-
ers often continually check their devices in an-
ticipation of the next rewarding experience. 
This process resembles reinforcement sched-
ules long recognized in behavioral psychology 
as highly effective ways of maintaining behav-
ior (Maza et al., 2023; Tereshchenko, 2023).   

 

Presently, there is limited scientific support for 
the idea that students are experiencing actual 
"dopamine withdrawal" when separated from 
screens and devices. Conversely, researchers 
more commonly discuss problematic social 
media and internet use, behavioral addictions, 
and sensitivity to reward systems. These 
frameworks provide a more accurate and evi-
dence-based understanding of the behaviors 
educators may observe in school environ-
ments (Darvesh et al., 2020; Tereshchenko, 
2023). 

 

WHAT RECENT RESEARCH TELLS US ABOUT 
DIGITAL MEDIA USE 

The past five years have produced a growing 
body of research examining the relationships 
between adolescent mental health and digital 
media use. While findings are often complex 
and correlational rather than causal, several 
consistent themes have emerged. 

 

A 2023 systematic review published in BMC 
Psychology examined 50 studies investigating 
screen time and adolescent mental health. 
The authors found that excessive screen expo-
sure was frequently associated with increased 
mental health concerns, poorer mental well-
being, and elevated risk for depressive symp-
toms, particularly among youth that heavily 
engage with social media platforms. 
Smartphones were reported to be the most 
frequently used device among adolescents, 
and excessive use was linked to reduced well-
being (Santos et al., 2023).  

 

Similarly, a 2024 study involving around 1,000 
adolescents found significant relationships be-

tween symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 
stress and screen time. Youth reporting four to 
six hours of daily screen use demonstrated 
higher levels of mental health symptoms than 
peers with lower levels of screen exposure. 
Students reporting six or more hours showed 
even greater symptom levels. Researchers 
concluded that adolescents spending more 
than four hours per day engaged with screens 
may require additional attention (Francisquini 
et al., 2024). 

 

Researchers noted that screen time itself, 
however, may not be the sole contributing fac-
tor. Other factors such as the reasons for using 
technology, individual vulnerabilities, family 
factors, the content being consumed, and 
preexisting mental health concerns can influ-
ence outcomes. As a result, it is important to 
avoid simplistic conclusions that all screen use 
is harmful while continuing to recognize that 
excessive or problematic use can contribute to 
meaningful difficulties (Nesi et al., 2020; San-
tos et al., 2023). 

 

THE ADOLESCENT BRAIN AND DIGITAL RE-
WARDS 

Adolescence represents a period of height-
ened sensitivity to rewards and social feed-
back. Brain regions involved in emotion, moti-
vation, and reward processing mature earlier 
than areas responsible for self-regulation and 
executive control. This developmental mis-
match can lead to heightened responsiveness 
to rewarding experiences while self-control 
skills are still developing (Nesi et al., 2020). 

 

Social media platforms take advantage of this 
developmental sensitivity through likes, notifi-
cations, comments, shares, and other forms of 
social feedback. In Maze et al.’s 2023 longitudi-
nal study published by JAMA Pediatrics, re-
searchers found that adolescents who fre-
quently checked social media demonstrated 
distinct patterns of brain development over 
time, particularly within networks associated 
with emotional significance, cognitive control, 
and reward sensitivity. The authors suggested 
that habitual social media checking may be 
linked to increased sensitivity to social rewards 
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and punishments across adolescence (Maza et 
al., 2023).   

 

These findings do not confirm that social me-
dia causes neurological harm. Nevertheless, 
they suggest that continual engagement with 
highly rewarding digital experiences may 
shape how adolescents respond to social feed-
back and reinforcement. Because adolescence 
is already characterized by heightened con-
cern about peer approval and belonging, digi-
tal environments can become particularly 
powerful behavioral influences (Maza et al., 
2023; Nesi et al., 2020). 

 

WHAT SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS MAY OB-
SERVE IN EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS 

The practical question for school psychologists 
is how these reward-related processes may 
manifest in schools. 

 

Educators increasingly report that students 
struggle to maintain attention during less 
stimulating activities. Tasks requiring reading, 
writing, problem-solving, or delayed gratifica-
tion may appear less rewarding when com-
pared to rapidly changing digital content. This 
may lead students to become frustrated more 
quickly, prematurely abandon tasks, or to con-
stantly seek external stimulation. These behav-
iors may be interpreted as lack of motivation 
or laziness, when they may instead reflect dif-
ficulty adjusting from high-intensity digital re-
wards to slower academic demands (Chiu & 
Chein, 2022; Maza et al., 2023). 

 

School psychologists and educators may ob-
serve behaviors such as: 

• Frequent device checking 

• Difficulty initiating non-preferred tasks 

• Reduced frustration tolerance 

• Increased complaints about boredom 

• Task-switching and multitasking 

• Difficulty sustaining attention 

• Behavioral challenges (e.g., irritability) 
when access to technology is restricted 

• Reduced persistence during challeng-
ing work 

 

These behaviors do not necessarily indicate 
“addiction,” but instead may represent learned 
patterns of reward-seeking and reinforcement 
that interfere with academic functioning 
(Maza et al., 2023; Tereshchenko, 2023). 

 

It is important to note that such behaviors can 
overlap with symptoms associated with 
ADHD, anxiety disorders, depression, sleep 
deprivation, trauma, and other mental health 
conditions. School psychologists and educa-
tors should therefore avoid assuming that 
technology use alone is responsible for stu-
dent difficulties and instead adopt a compre-
hensive evaluation approach (Falcione & We-
ber, 2025; Santos et al., 2023).  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR VIRTUAL SCHOOLS 

This discussion becomes especially relevant 
within virtual learning environments. Tradi-
tional schools typically provide some separa-
tion between educational activities and enter-
tainment. Students attend classrooms where 
technology access is supervised or may be re-
stricted. In contrast, learners in virtual school 
programs often complete coursework on the 
same devices that provide access to social me-
dia, streaming platforms, online gaming, mes-
saging applications, etc. This creates a unique 
challenge in which educational tasks con-
stantly compete against highly rewarding digi-
tal alternatives (Chiu & Chein, 2022; Nesi et al., 
2020).   

 

Virtual school educators often encounter stu-
dents who report spending hours online yet 
struggle to complete relatively brief academic 
assignments. Parents and educators alike may 
become confused by this discrepancy, assum-
ing that extensive computer use should trans-
late into academic productivity. However, re-
search has found that there are very different 
cognitive demands when passively consuming 
highly stimulating content versus actively en-
gagement in academic learning (Chiu & Chein, 
2022; Santos et al., 2023).  
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In virtual education settings, school psycholo-
gists and educators may observe: 

• Difficulty transitioning into coursework 

• Chronic procrastination and increased 
academic avoidance 

• Frequent attendance concerns 

• Multitasking during lessons 

• Reduced assignment completion 

• Sleep-related issues impacting perfor-
mance 

 

The challenge is not necessarily the amount of 
time a student spends online, but rather the 
competition between educational responsibili-
ties and digital experiences designed to max-
imize engagement and reward (Chiu & Chein, 
2022; Nesi et al., 2020). 

 

SLEEP, ATTENTION, AND EMOTIONAL REGU-
LATION 

 

One of the strongest pathways linking exces-
sive technology use to school functioning in-
volves sleep. 

 

Students who engage with digital devices late 
into the evening may have difficulty falling 
asleep, have reduced sleep duration, and ex-
perience poorer sleep quality. Sleep depriva-
tion is associated with impaired attention, ex-
ecutive functioning difficulties, increased 
emotional reactivity, and reduced academic 
performance. Therefore, some school-related 
concerns attributed to technology may reflect 
secondary effects of insufficient sleep 
(Francisquini et al., 2024; Santos et al., 2023). 

 

Furthermore, emotional regulation difficulties 
may emerge when students become accus-
tomed to immediate digital stimulation. Rapid 
feedback and entertainment are provided in 
the forms of social media scrolling, gaming, 
and short-form videos. In contrast, academic 

activities generally require sustained effort and 
delayed rewards. Students accustomed to rap-
id reward cycles may consequently experience 
greater frustration when faced with challeng-
ing school tasks (Chiu & Chein, 2022; Maza et 
al., 2023).  

 

For school psychologists, this highlights the 
importance of examining environmental influ-
ences, lifestyle factors, sleep habits, and tech-
nology routines alongside academic and be-
havioral concerns. 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TECHNOLO-
GY USE AND MENTAL HEALTH 

 

One overlooked, yet important, aspect of the 
literature is that the relationship between 
technology use and mental health appears bi-
directional. 

 

Research has shown that excessive digital en-
gagement may contribute to emotional diffi-
culties. Simultaneously, students who experi-
ence anxiety, depression, loneliness, social re-
jection, or other psychological challenges may 
be more likely to seek connection, comfort, or 
distraction through digital platforms (Nesi et 
al., 2020; Santos et al., 2023).  

 

A study by Falcione and Weber (2025) examin-
ing gaming disorder in adolescents provides 
an important picture. Researchers found that 
preexisting psychological difficulties were pre-
dictive of later development of gaming disor-
der symptoms, whereas gaming disorder did 
not appear to cause worsening psychopathol-
ogy over time. These findings suggest that un-
derlying emotional and behavioral concerns 
may sometimes precede rather than result 
from problematic digital engagement 
(Falcione & Weber, 2025).  

 

This distinction is critically important, as over-
emphasizing technology as the cause of emo-
tional and/or behavioral difficulties may lead 
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professionals and families to overlook more 
significant underlying needs. A comprehen-
sive assessment should explore developmen-
tal factors, emotional and behavioral function-
ing, family stressors, social relationships, and 
academic experiences in conjunction with 
technology use patterns (Falcione & Weber, 
2025; Santos et al., 2023). 

 

PRACTICAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS 

 

School psychologists are uniquely positioned 
to support healthy technology habits while 
promoting self-regulation skills. 

 

1. Educate Rather Than Alarm 

Students and families often encounter sensa-
tionalized information about dopamine addic-
tion and brain damage. Thus, providing bal-
anced and evidence-based education can en-
courage healthy technology practices while 
helping to reduce fear. It’s important to em-
phasize that most students use technology 
without developing significant impairment, 
but that some youth may experience difficul-
ties related to excessive or problematic use 
(Darvesh et al., 2020; Tereshchenko, 2023). 

 

2. Assess Functional Impact 

Rather than focusing exclusively on the 
amount of screen time, evaluate whether 
technology use is affecting academic perfor-
mance, relationships, sleep, mental health, or 
daily functioning. Functional impairment is 
generally a more meaningful assessment tar-
get than total hours of use (Darvesh et al., 
2020; Tereshchenko, 2023).  

 

3. Promote Self-Regulation Skills 

Students benefit from explicit instruction in: 

• Goal-setting 

• Time management 

• Self-monitoring 

• Delayed gratification 

• Emotional regulation 

• Task persistence 

These skills support academic success regard-
less of technology use patterns. (Chiu & Chein, 
2022; Nesi et al., 2020). 

 

4. Encourage Environmental Supports 

Environmental modifications can be more im-
pactful than willpower alone. Examples in-
clude: 

• Device-free homework periods 

• Scheduled breaks 

• Notification management (e.g., limiting 
the number of notifications from digital ap-
plications) 

• Consistent bedtime routines 

• Structured workspaces 

• Parent monitoring systems, when ap-
propriate 

 

These supports reduce opportunities for dis-
traction while promoting healthy habits (Naik 
et al., 2025; Santos et al., 2023). 

 

5. Increase Access to Natural Rewards 

Students benefit from experiences that pro-
vide slower yet meaningful forms of reinforce-
ment, including: 

• Sports 

• Music 

• Art 

• Clubs 

• Volunteer activities 

• Face-to-face social interaction 

• Outdoor recreation 

Such activities can enhance emotional well-
being while expanding sources of motivation 
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beyond digital environments. (Naik et al., 2025; 
Nesi et al., 2020).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The concept of "dopamine withdrawal" has be-
come a popular explanation for many behavior 
concerns among students, yet the scientific reality 
is more complex. Current research does not sup-
port the existence of a formal dopamine with-
drawal syndrome related to routine technology 
use. However, a growing body of research sug-
gests that modern digital environments may in-
fluence attention, motivation, emotional regula-
tion, reward processing, and behavioral function-
ing, with important implications for student learn-
ing and school success (Darvesh et al., 2020; Te-
reshchenko, 2023).   

 

School psychologists are observing the conse-
quences of these changes every day. Students 
may struggle with boredom, motivation, task per-
sistence, frustration tolerance, self-regulation, 
sleep difficulties, etc. While these concerns can 
occur across educational settings, virtual schools 
face unique obstacles because learning and digi-
tal distractions coexist within the same online en-
vironment (Chiu & Chein, 2022; Nesi et al., 2020).   

 

Instead of framing student difficulties as evidence 
of dopamine addiction, school psychologists can 
play a critical role in helping educators and fami-
lies understand the interaction between adoles-
cent development, digital technology, mental 
health, and learning. By promoting balanced tech-
nology use, strengthening self-regulation skills, 
and addressing underlying emotional and behav-
ioral needs, professionals can help students navi-
gate an increasingly digital world while maintain-
ing academic success and psychological well-
being (Maza et al., 2023; Nesi et al., 2020; Santos et 
al., 2023). 
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A psychologist who has ever attempted to 
write a meaningful behavioral plan has en-
countered the problem of identifying an effec-
tive reinforcer. An effective, positive reinforcer 
is required. We know that. But then the next 
step—identifying a behavioral consequence to 
serve that role—can be as hard as it is essen-
tial. I will show you where such reinforcing 
consequences are hiding in plain sight and 
the underlying behavioral principle behind 
them.  

 

Operant conditioning helps explain how what 
happens after a behavior affects whether that 
behavior is likely to occur again. In our work as 
school psychologists, we usually apply these 
principles with children and adolescents. But I 
learned about operant conditioning in small 
organisms, specifically Rattus norvegicus, the 
laboratory rats that are the second most com-
mon subjects in psychological research. Col-
lege students have also contributed generous-
ly to our understanding of psychology (Sears, 
1986), although course credit tends to be more 
appealing to them than food pellets.  

 

In the laboratory, food could serve as a conse-
quence for a rat’s bar-press response. The op-
portunity to engage in a higher-probability be-
havior, such as eating when hungry, could re-
inforce a lower-probability behavior, such as 
pressing the bar.   

 

The difficulty in getting children to eat brocco-
li is legendary. Broccoli is a cruciferous inflo-
rescence, for those who prefer their vegeta-
bles with a botanical introduction. Whatever 
we call it, eating broccoli may be a low-

probability behavior for the child sitting across 
the dinner table. The question is what that 
particular child would rather be doing and 
whether the opportunity to do it might make 
the broccoli more appealing.  

The behavioral challenge is familiar. We want a 
student to perform a behavior that is not par-
ticularly attractive to them. Perhaps it is com-
pleting an assignment, staying in the class-
room, practicing a social skill, beginning a task, 
or simply doing something other than what 
the student would prefer to do (persisting with 
something difficult). For the sake of this dis-
cussion, we will assume that the student has 
the skills and support needed to perform the 
behavior and that an adequate operational 
definition of the desired behavior has already 
been developed.  

 

Once we have operationally defined the be-
havior we want to increase, the next question 
becomes:  

 

“What can we give the student for doing 
it?”  

 

Sometimes the answer is obvious. A child 
might work for a sticker, a piece of candy, 
computer time, praise, or a token that can lat-
er be exchanged for something desirable. 
These consequences may be useful, but their 
effectiveness depends on the individual stu-
dent and the context. .  

 

It may also be true that some students appear 
to have no interest in the usual reinforcers. 
Some of them have access to so many com-
peting activities that a token, sticker, or verbal 
compliment has about as much motivational 
value as a coupon for something they never 
wanted in the first place. (I once received a dis-
count coupon promising $2,000 off the list 
price of some cognitive remediation software. 
That was a hard “No!”)  

(continued on next page) 

Beyond Stickers: Finding Meaningful Reinforcers 
Through the Premack Principle 
 

Wayne D. Rosenfield, Ph.D., National Louis University 
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This is where the Premack Principle becomes 
particularly useful.  

 

THE PREMACK PRINCIPLE  

 

The basic idea is wonderfully simple: A behav-
ior that occurs with higher probability can 
be used to reinforce a behavior that occurs 
with lower probability (Premack, 1959). This 
principle was applied with nursery school chil-
dren more than six decades ago (Homme et 
al., 1963). In other words, instead of inventing a 
reward, look for something the person already 
wants to do, whose access you control. An ac-
tivity the student frequently chooses is a 
promising potential reinforcer. Its effective-
ness must be confirmed by observing wheth-
er access to it increases the future occurrence 
of that behavior (Fisher et al., 1992). If a student 
spends every available moment playing a par-
ticular computer game, then access to that 
game may be used as a consequence for com-
pleting a less-preferred task:  

 

“First math, then Minecraft.”  

 

If a student loves talking to a particular adult, 
that interaction might become contingent up-
on completing another activity:  

 

“After you complete these three math prob-
lems, we can spend five minutes discussing 
your favorite dinosaurs.”   

 

If a student wants to draw, listen to music, 
look at sports statistics, discuss dinosaurs, 
watch videos, or engage in some other activity 
with unusual persistence, that activity may 
have considerably greater reinforcing power 
than anything the adults have thought to of-
fer.  

 

The critical question is not necessarily, “What 
does this student like?”  

 

Rather, the question is, “What does this stu-
dent reliably do when nobody is making him 
do anything else?”  

 

That is a much more interesting question. And 
sometimes, it produces much more useful an-
swers.  

 

LOOK FOR THE BEHAVIOR THAT IS AL-
READY HAPPENING.  

 

One advantage of the Premack Principle is 
that it makes the student's own behavior part 
of the assessment and increases the chances 
of a successful intervention. Suppose a stu-
dent refuses to complete a worksheet but im-
mediately picks up a drawing pencil whenever 
given the opportunity. The pencil is not merely 
an object that the student says he likes. Draw-
ing is a behavior that occurs more frequently 
than completing a worksheet.  

 

The behavioral intervention can therefore be 
constructed around an existing preference:  

 

Complete a small amount of the worksheet 
→ draw for a specified period.  

 

Then perhaps later:  

 

Complete more of the worksheet → draw for 
a little longer.  

 

The important feature is the contingency. The 
drawing is not just something the student 
gets regardless of what happens. Access to the 
high-frequency behavior follows the lower-

frequency behavior. This is also why we should 
be cautious about simply asking students 
what they want to identify as reinforcers. What 
people report liking and what they actually 
choose when given competing alternatives are 
not always the same thing. Observing behav-
ior provides the psychologist with information 
to develop a behavior plan that is immediately 
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actionable, readily available, low-cost, and non
-caloric.  

 

FINDING WHAT WORKS FOR THE STUDENT.  

 

There are plenty of reasons why a behavior 
plan would not be successful. And a school 
psychologist has probably already heard the 
reasons given for not trying, which may in-
clude “Nothing works,” “We tried that,” or “I do 
not have time to experiment.”  

 

 

 

“Let’s revisit the student’s preferences, the 
task demands, and how the plan is being 
implemented.” You can abandon the ques-
tion, “What can I give this student to induce 
his behavior?”  

 

Instead, the questions can be:  

1. What does this student do frequently 
when given a choice?  

2. What activity does the student try to return 
to?  

3. What can the student talk about indefi-
nitely?  

4. What does the student do without 
prompting?  

5. What activity competes successfully with 
the behavior I am trying to establish?  

 

That last question is my favorite, and it may be 
particularly revealing. If a student will abandon 
almost anything to get back to YouTube 
(under supervision, of course!), drawing, talk-
ing with a particular peer, looking at sports 
statistics, building with LEGO, or playing a par-
ticular game, you have just learned something 
important about the student's behavioral rep-
ertoire and what motivates him.  

 

You may have found your reinforcer.  

START SMALL  

 

There is another lesson related to the Premack 
Principle that is particularly important in prac-
tice. If the desired behavior is occurring at al-
most zero frequency or duration, start small.  

 

A student who rarely completes an assign-
ment may not suddenly become willing to 
complete 45 minutes of difficult work because 
the reward at the end is something wonderful. 
Start with something the student can actually 
do. A small amount of low-frequency behavior 
can become high-frequency behavior. Gradu-
ally increase the requirement as the desired 
behavior becomes more established.  

 

In behavioral terms, we are not asking the stu-
dent to leap from “never” to “always.” We are 
arranging the environment so that performing 
a small amount of the desired behavior pro-
vides access to something the student already 
values. Recall that behavioral shaping involves 
progressing through a sequence of successive 
approximations of the goal. Success may take 
a while, but slow success is still better than no 
success.  

 

THE REINFORCER IS DETERMINED BY WHAT 
HAPPENS.  

 

A reinforcer is not a reinforcer because the 
psychologist thinks it should be. A reinforcer is 
not a reinforcer because it is printed on a com-
mercially available behavior chart. And a rein-
forcer is not necessarily a reinforcer because 
the student says it is.  

 

A reinforcer is a reinforcer if its contingent 
presentation increases the future occurrence 
of the behavior. That means we have to pay 
attention to what actually happens. If the stu-
dent does not work for the promised reward, 
perhaps the reward is not reinforcing, the task 
is too difficult, the contingency is too delayed, 
the student has access to the supposedly valu-
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In response, the psychologist should take a
deep breath and internally say:



 

 

able activity at other times, or we identified a 
high-frequency behavior that is being main-
tained by a contingency we have not consid-
ered. Or maybe our behavioral plan makes 
perfect sense on paper and has very little val-
ue to the staff person who is supposed to carry 
it out.  

 

TRY THIS TOMORROW  

 

Pick one student whose behavior plan is not 
working.  

 

Do not begin by asking what reward you can 
give the student. Instead, watch what the stu-
dent chooses to do when given the opportuni-
ty.  

 

What behavior occurs repeatedly?  

 

What does the student try to return to?  

 

What will the student work to gain access to?  

 

You may have just found your reinforcer.  

 

WHAT ABOUT THE BROCCOLI?  

 

Suppose I tell a child, “Eat your broccoli, and 
then you can have more broccoli.”  

 

I did not create an effective behavioral inter-
vention. Suppose, however, that I discover that 
the child likes apple pie. Now I have some-
thing to work with. The broccoli remains broc-
coli, but the behavioral arrangement has 
changed. And that is the essential lesson of 
the Premack Principle.  

 

When I learned about this idea in a psycholo-
gy course, it already made sense to me from 
my experiences eating at my grandmother’s 

house. She had two apple trees in the back-
yard and made an amazing apple pie. And she 
knew about how to arrange the behavioral 
contingencies on her dining room table to get 
broccoli into the grandchildren.  

 

We do not necessarily need to invent reinforc-
ers. The environment is already full of them, 
and the student is telling us what they are. We 
have to pay attention to the message.  
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School Psychologists and the Department of 
Juvenile Justice 

 

 

The state of Florida has implemented chang-
es in their approach to the juvenile justice 
system but has, in many ways, overlooked 
educational attainment. Instead of harsh 
punishment for first-time offenders, they are 
now given diversion programs or probation 
instead of incarceration. As the state makes 
this transition, they boast a 67% reduction in 
juveniles being confined to secure facilities 
and an 84% decline in residential placement 
at the end of 2022 (Florida Department of 
Juvenile Justice, 2023b, pp. 7-8).  
 

While this new program lowers incarceration 
rates, it places greater demands on teachers, 
school administrators, and school psycholo-
gists who are often not trained to deal with 
the unique needs of this population (Gagnon 
& Swank, 2021). Not only are these youth 
hampered by their living situations, but they 
will not have the same level of academic 
achievement as their peers. When students 
return to school, they have tremendous aca-
demic, emotional, and social needs. If school 
psychologists, teachers, and administrators 
cannot meet them where they are at, they 
stand a great likelihood of suspensions, ex-
pulsions, and going to prison as adults 
(Cauffman et al., 2024). As school psycholo-
gists, it is important to keep in mind that 
completion of high school lowers juvenile 
recidivism by more than 43% (Gagnon et al., 
2022). 
 

When the topic of juvenile justice is dis-
cussed, adolescents come to mind. The 
school-to- prison pipeline conjures ideas of 
high school age offenders. While it is true 
that most students enmeshed with the Flori-
da Department of Juvenile Justice are over 
the age of 12 (Florida Department of Juvenile 
Justice [FDJJ], 2024a; FDJJ, 2024b; FDJJ, 
2024c; FDJJ, 2024d; FDJJ, 2024e), they are 
not the only ones.  
 

The federal courts have not placed a mini-

mum age of arrest on children (Office of Juve-
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
[OJJDP], 2024). While this article focuses on 
the state of Florida, the issues presented are 
not unique to this state. The OJJDP (2024) 
stated that 60% of states do not have a mini-
mum age of arrest. The Kaia Rolle Act (2021) 
says that a child in Florida cannot be 
charged or detained before the age of 7. 
There is a caveat to this statute. If the crime is 
a “forcible felony,” meaning that there is a de-
gree of physical violence, then the age mini-
mum no longer applies.  
 

Children in Florida as young as five years old 
have been taken into custody through the 
Baker Act or arrested for criminal offenses. To 
recognize the scope of the matter, it requires 
delving into various publications. There are 
some discrepancies and missing data since 
the statistics are not consolidated into a single 
report.  
 

One cannot simply look at the number of chil-
dren in secure custody, which in the 
2023/2024 fiscal year was one child under the 
age of seven and 135 children between the ag-
es of eight and eleven (Florida Department of 
Juvenile Justice [FDJJ], 2024c). There are five 
separate Comprehensive Accountability Re-
ports published by the Florida Department of 
Juvenile Justice. Each contains unique data 
points. In the combined reports of Civil Cita-
tions and Other Alternatives to Arrest, Delin-
quency Intake, Detention Services, Probation 
Services, and Residential Services, there were 
more than 1,400 Children eleven years old and 
younger involved with the Florida Depart-
ment of Juvenile Justice (FDJJ, 2024a; FDJJ, 
2024b; FDJJ, 2024c; FDJJ, 2024d; FDJJ, 2024e). 
These numbers do not include all youths with 
police contact, since those who are involun-
tarily committed for mental health services 
are brought there by the police. 
 

Thousands of children undergo involuntary 
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psychiatric examinations and are placed in 
psychiatric facilities under the Florida Mental 
Health Act (2025). These statutes are com-
monly known as the “Baker Act.” Again, there 
are no minimum age requirement to have a 
child escorted by law enforcement to be eval-
uated. Florida statute 394.492 of the Florida 
Mental Health Act (2025) defines a child as “a 
person from birth until the person’s 13th 
birthday.” Under this same statute, law en-
forcement is required to provide transporta-
tion. Even though the police are required to 
take a child into custody, the data points for 
being so-called “Baker Acted,” does not fall 
under the purview of the Florida Department 
of Juvenile Justice. This is under the jurisdic-
tion of the Florida Department of Children 
and Families. During the fiscal year of 
2022/2023, there were 2,925 children between 
the ages of five and ten years old that re-
ceived involuntary psychiatric examinations, 
and 10,996 children between the ages of 11 
and 13 (Florida Department of Children and 
Families & University of South Florida, 2023). 
 

Within Florida the Mobile Response Team 
(MRT) can be called to assist with “a behavior-
al health crisis” (Florida Department of Chil-
dren and Families, 2025). While not all schools 
use them, it is important to note that the MRT 
responded to 3,345 calls on school grounds 
during the 2023/2024 school year (University 
of South Florida, 2025). 
 

This is a call to awareness for school psycholo-
gists. These behavioral and mental health is-
sues are not relegated to high schools. Chil-
dren as young as kindergarten are being ar-
rested and Baker Acted across the state of 
Florida, and they are also part of the school 
community. There are numerous moving 
parts in each life of a child that is or was incar-
cerated. There are the typical components of 
school, therapies, family, and community. The 
collaboration with the judicial system is an-
other part for these students. It is also an op-
portunity for advocacy and systemwide 
change. 
 

In 2014, the United States Department of Ed-
ucation (DOE) and the United States Depart-
ment of Justice (DOJ) worked to address the 
issues of education in the juvenile justice fa-

cilities. Together they published the “Guiding 
Principles for Providing High-Quality Educa-
tion in Juvenile Justice Secure Care Set-
ting” (United States Departments of Educa-
tion and Justice [DOE/J], 2014). The established 
five principles are as follows: 
 

“I. A safe, healthy facility-wide climate that pri-
oritizes education… 

 

II. Necessary funding to support educational 
opportunities…comparable to opportunities 
for peers who are not system-involved. 
 

III. Recruitment, employment, and retention of 
qualified education staff… [who can] create 
and sustain effective teaching and learning 
environments. 
 

IV. Rigorous and relevant curricula aligned 
with state academic… that promote college- 
and career-readiness. 
 

V. Formal processes and procedures… that en-
sure successful navigation… and smooth 
reentry into communities (DOE/J, 2014, p. iv).” 
 

There are opportunities for school psycholo-
gists to work to implement these recommen-
dations in school that align with the NASP do-
mains of practice and ethics code. First, school 
psychologists can promote the prioritization of 
high-quality education (Principle I). Hunter et 
al. (2022) investigated the education provided 
for juvenile offenders and found that the cur-
riculum did not offer enough science or math-
ematics to pass a General Equivalency Diplo-
ma (GED). There have only been eight re-
search studies conducted since 2014 to assess 
the quality of their education. Five evaluated 
literacy and three were based on instruction; 
however, none were focused on STEM educa-
tion (Gagnon et al., 2022; Hunter et al., 2022). A 
survey of 17 facilities found that 46 teachers 
developed their own curricula for their stu-
dents (Hunter at al., 2022, p.419). 
 

The quality of education in juvenile justice fa-
cilities is further illustrated by the 48 class ac-
tion suits brought again the Department of 
Justice for “inadequate education …for incar-
cerated youth” over the past 50 years 
(Gagnon, et al., 2022). Settlements in Maine 
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and Connecticut were reached with the DOJ 
in 2022. More recently in 2024, there were 
statewide investigation in Kentucky and Texas 
for failing to provide appropriate education for 
juveniles that were detained.  
 

Based on the scarcity of literature and findings 
of inadequate educational quality, more re-
search needs to be conducted on the quality 
of this population’s access to high-quality in-
struction and instructional materials. With no 
research available for STEM, or teachers creat-
ing their own material, these standards are not 
being met. There is not a central government 
agency that regulates the educational stand-
ards of incarcerated youth (Gagnon et al., 
2022). This requires further investigation.  
 

This is relevant to school psychologists be-
cause when a student returns to school, there 
needs to be an awareness of the level of edu-
cation they did not receive while in confine-
ment. Additionally, it provides the school psy-
chologist the opportunity to collect data since 
it is not provided by the Department of Juve-
nile Justice (NASP, 2020, Domain 1). Students 
involved with the juvenile justice system have 
experienced a culture that is unlike others. 
There must be an understanding of this social 
construct since their academic skills are ham-
pered by absenteeism and other mitigating 
factors (NASP, 2020, Domain 3). Diverse stu-
dent populations include those students with 
court involvement. Social justice is at the heart 
of students entangled with juvenile justice sys-
tem (NASP, 2020, Domain 8). 
 

Second, school psychologists can promote ed-
ucational opportunities for all youth. Principle 
II states that systems will provide the 
“necessary funding to support educational op-
portunities for all youths … comparable to op-
portunities for peers who are not system-

involved” (DOE/J, 2014, p. iv). Financial data, 
like educational status, is not reported to a 
central source. Therefore, there are no reports 
available that analyze how the funds are being 
appropriated (Gagnon, et al., 2022). With sub-
standard education, teacher created curricu-
lum, insufficient staffing, and professional de-
velopment lacking, it is difficult to imagine 
that “necessary funding” is being achieved. 
While the finances of the DOJ might not fall 

directly within the purview of a school psy-
chologist’s role, there remains the need to 
communicate effectively. Collaboration is part 
of NASP Domain 2: Consultation and Collabo-
ration. A school psychologist could work with 
teachers and administration for the better-
ment of the school, staff, and students. Addi-
tionally, Domain 8: Equitable Practices for Di-
verse Student Populations and Domain 10: Le-
gal, Ethical, and Professional Practice points to 
the importance of advocacy and the assurance 
that students have what is needed to support 
them. Effective advocacy would be enhanced 
by understanding the financial resources pro-
vided or available for these students. 
 

Third, school psychologists can become in-
volved with the Department of Juvenile Jus-
tice to advocate and work with the current 
system. Principle III states “recruitment, em-
ployment, and retention of qualified education 
staff with skills relevant in juvenile justice set-
tings… create and sustain effective teaching 
and learning environments” (DOE/J, 2014, p. iv). 
This has been grossly unmet. Correctional of-
ficers (CO) spend the greatest amount of time 
with the juveniles in detention. A national sur-
vey revealed that 88% of agencies require that 
a CO have a high school diploma (Gagnon & 
Swank, 2021). Teaching assistants in the juve-
nile justice system were only required to have 
a GED 80% of the time. Personal development 
for correctional officers, teachers, and assis-
tants was typically limited to one day each 
year, with a 30% attendance rate (Gagnon & 
Swank, 2021). 
 

This is an area that requires the skills of a 
school psychologist. Domain 5: School-Wide 
Practices to Promote Learning directly ad-
dresses this issue: “School psychologists, in col-
laboration with others, develop and imple-
ment practices and strategies to create and 
maintain safe, effective, and supportive learn-
ing environments for students and school 
staff” (NASP, 2020). Domain 4: Mental and Be-
havioral Health Services and Interventions fo-
cuses on the necessity to implement evidence
-based practices that address the mental, 
emotional, and behavioral issues of students. 
Those who are involved with the Department 
of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) will have unique 
needs in all these areas. Domain 6: Services to 
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Promote Safe and Supportive Schools works to 
create an environment that is safe for learning. 
When the people who monitor, correct, and 
teach them are not trained for the population, 
greater harm can come, even if harm is not 
intended. School psychologists must keep 
these facts must be kept in mind when stu-
dents return to public school system. 
 

Fourth, as school psychologists, it is our re-
sponsibility to understand the diverse needs of 
the students we serve. Not all of them will con-
tinue to obtain college degrees; however, 
there are alternative. Principle IV emphasizes 
the need for “rigorous and relevant curricula 
aligned with state academic and career and 
technical education…that promote college- 
and career-readiness” (DOE/J, 2014, p. iv). Most 
states do not have formal partnerships with 
external education agencies, like community 
colleges or trade schools (Agus-Kleinman et 
al., 2019; Gagnon et al., 2022; Hunter et al., 
2022). Only 2 of the 50 states use all the federal 
grants available to them for juvenile offenders’ 
educational needs in workforce development 
(Agus-Kleinman, et al., 2019). By implementing 
Domain 8: Equitable Practices for Diverse Stu-
dent Populations of the NASP Domains of 
Practice, school psychologists can assist stu-
dents with preparation for alternative educa-
tional avenues such as trade schools.  
 

Finally, as school psychologists we have a re-
sponsibility to evaluate how our schools are 
addressing the unique needs of students who 
have been involved with the courts and/or law 
enforcement. Principle V states that “formal 
processes and procedures [would] ensure suc-
cessful navigation across child-serving sys-
tems and smooth reentry into communi-
ties.” (DOE/J, 2014, p. iv). It is unlikely, given the 
difficulties that many students had when they 
entered the juvenile justice system, that they 
would thrive or excel in their education. While 
incarcerated, what is offered to them in way of 
learning does not meet the same standards as 
those who are not institutionalized. 
 

This is another area that requires research and 
implementation of school psychologists’ skills. 
Domain 9 states that school psychologists 
“evaluate and apply research as a foundation 
for service delivery and, in collaboration with 

others, use various techniques and technology 
resources for data collection, measurement, 
and analysis to support effective practices at 
the individual, group, and/or systems lev-
els” (NASP, 2020). There are many questions 
that need to be asked and answered. What 
systems are in place in Florida school districts 
to ensure the “smooth reentry” for this popula-
tion of students? When given standardized 
tests what are the areas that these students 
need more support? Where do they fall be-
hind in relation as their peers? What systems, 
or evidence-based practices, need to be put 
into place to have better outcomes? There are 
many other questions and data points that 
should be investigated. There are gaps be-
tween the Department of Education and the 
Department of Juvenile Justice. As school psy-
chologists, we can be that bridge. 
 

It is not solely directed for the benefit of the 
students, though: “While equality ensures that 
all children have the same access to general 
and special educational opportunities, equity 
ensures that each student receives what they 
need to benefit from these opportuni-
ties” (NASP, 2020, Domain 8). There needs to 
be a holistic approach that addresses the 
needs of parents and “facilitate family and 
school partnerships and interactions with 
community agencies to enhance academic 
and social–behavioral outcomes for chil-
dren” (NASP, 2020, Domain 7). The school staff 
needs the tools and support to effectively work 
with this population. Not only can these needs 
be met, effect change, but as school psycholo-
gists, we have an obligation to implement the 
NASP Domains of Practice for these students 
(NASP, 2020, Domain 10). 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the past decade, the United States has ex-
perienced a significant shift in the demo-
graphic makeup of students enrolled in the K 
– 12 public education system. Aligning with 
trends in the overall United States population, 
this shift in U.S. public school systems indi-
cates that the educational system is becoming 
increasingly diverse. Data from the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) indi-
cates that between 2012 and 2022, the racial/
ethnic minority enrollment in public school 
students demonstrated an observable in-
crease (2024). Most notably, the percentage of 
those students who identified as Hispanic in-
creased from 24 to 29 percent and the per-
centage of those students who identified as 
White decreased from 51 to 44 percent. 
Through this change, we acknowledge the 
fact that racial or ethnic minority students 
now represent the majority of the overall pub-
lic student population – a great deviation from 
historical contexts. These statistics affirm the 
increasing diversity in modern classrooms. 
 

This perceived historical mismatch between 
the traditional educational system and the di-
verse student population calls attention to the 
instructional foundations of learning utilized 
across the country. More specifically, the diver-
sity-related interventions and instructional 
tools utilized to educate students must be 
evaluated. Standardized assessments and in-
terventions have often been deemed as suffer-
ing from cultural bias, which frequently leads 
to the underidentification for gifted and tal-
ented programs, overidentification for special 
education programs, and disproportionate 
tracking of minoritized students. Thus, marry-
ing culturally responsive assessment with tar-
geted intervention is critical for ensuring equi-
ty and improving the academic, behavioral, 
and social-emotional outcomes for diverse 
students. To that endeavor, this paper is cen-

tered on the question: How do culturally re-
sponsive practices in school psychology im-
pact assessment and intervention outcomes 
for diverse student populations? 

 

To construct a response, a brief description of 
cultural responsiveness is provided, followed 
by an introduction of theoretical frameworks 
integrating culturally responsive practices. 
Next, the need for culturally responsive assess-
ments and interventions within the education 
system is discussed. An analysis of principles 
and applications of those assessments and in-
terventions is then presented, exemplifying 
how each contributes significantly to develop-
ment. Finally, a discussion of key findings and 
implications for practice is included to support 
how diverse student outcomes may be im-
proved. 
 

WHAT IS CULTURAL RESPONSIVENESS? 

 

To accurately represent what cultural respon-
siveness is, the discussion of what it is not 
should be had. Cultural responsiveness is not 
simply the acknowledgment of students’ vary-
ing cultures and backgrounds. By making pur-
poseful remarks and observations of the differ-
ing identities of students, an individual is not 
engaging in practices that are responsive to 
the culture of others. Rather, cultural respon-
siveness involves taking that information and 
transforming it into something that enables 
someone to effectively interact with individu-
als of different backgrounds than their own. 
They are culturally responsive if they consider, 
understand, and respect others’ cultures and 
how it may impact or influence their lived ex-
periences. In the case of culturally responsive 
education, this would develop as the inclusion 
of assessments, interventions, and instruction-
al strategies that recognize a student's unique 
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cultural identity and evaluates their 
knowledge and skill based on those factors 
(Walker et al., 2023). As culture may impact 
how a student presents themselves or per-
forms in an educational setting that is differ-
ent from their home and community setting, it 
must be considered when creating and imple-
menting school-based strategies. Should insti-
tutions aim to be culturally responsive, they 
must investigate their own pedagogical per-
spectives and ensure that they are inclusive to 
the populations they serve.  
 

CULTURALL RESPONSIVE THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORKS  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

While students enrolled in public schools are 
becoming increasingly diverse, the teaching 
workforce remains less diverse than that of the 
student population (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 
2011). As a result, students are less likely to re-
ceive instruction from an individual with 
whom they can identify with and who can un-
derstand the expectations and needs of the 
cultures that they come from. In an effort to 
mitigate the suspected issues surrounding this 
lack of representation (e.g., racial and cultural 
bias, racial and cultural achievement gaps, and 
power influence), culturally relevant pedagogy 
to promote equity and excellence within edu-
cation is considered essential (Brown-Jeffy & 
Cooper, 2011; Richards et al., 2007). 
 

To improve educational equity and its effec-
tiveness for diverse student populations, there 
must be a focus on culturally responsive peda-
gogy at the systems level. Culturally responsive 
pedagogy, as a student-centered teaching ap-
proach, focuses on learning and teaching 
through a culturally supported and learner-

centered lens that involves the enactment of 
institutional, personal, and instructional 
changes to meet the needs of all learners 
(Richards et al., 2007). Within this approach, 
policies and structure, teacher attitudes and 
beliefs, and materials and strategies are all re-
viewed and altered to meet the needs of the 
diverse students in the classroom. This diversi-
ty extends to students from varied cultural, lin-
guistic, and ability backgrounds, ensuring that 

all student achievement is supported and nur-
tured. Richards et al. (2007) asserts that teach-
ers have a responsibility to ensure that their 
students receive equal opportunities to be 
successful. To achieve this, the assessment of 
their ability must be completed with instru-
ments deemed valid for the population being 
assessed. Otherwise, the probability of invalid 
judgments based on assessments that are not 
culturally responsive increases drastically. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 

As presented by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory of development, characterized 
as a bioecological model, children’s environ-
ment is visualized as an interrelated system of 
nested structures that impact development 
(Berk, 2019). In order of impact on a child’s de-
velopment, the structures are considered to 
be as follows: microsystem (things directly im-
pacting the individual), mesosystem 
(interaction of microsystems), exosystem 
(formal and informal social structures), mac-
rosystem (attitudes and ideologies), and the 
chronosystem (environmental changes in 
time) (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017). Historically, 
cultural norms and expectations are repre-
sented under the macrosystem level. The op-
erationalization of schools at this level would 
vary from one setting to the other, based on 
the cultural attitudes and ideologies that the 
individuals within the setting subscribe to. This 
directly impacts educational systems and the 
instruction received within them by influenc-
ing the development of instructional policies 
and procedures based on the culture of those 
who oversee them. In effect, if school-based 
professionals and administrators are predomi-
nantly of one culture, the environments that 
they create for the students to engage in will 
likely follow their customs alone, rather than 
integrating customs and beliefs from all cul-
tures. 
 

A NEED FOR CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE AS-
SESSMENTS AND INTERVENTIONS 

As traditional, standardized assessments are 
known to be reflective of middle-class, Europe-
an American experiences, they often contain 
hidden cultural biases that may be seen to pe-
nalize the diverse student population. This is 
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evident in the language barriers, situational 
assumptions, and confusing framework per-
ceived by students of various cultures when 
completing such assessments (Knight & Se-
gura, 2025). In order to address the inherent 
bias that exists within these assessments due 
to a lack of cultural representation, culturally 
responsive assessments are vital. With the goal 
of encouraging accessibility for all learners, as-
sessment tools and practices must be made 
culturally and linguistically fair for students 
(Knight & Segura, 2025). In doing so, fair and 
accurate evaluations will take the place of 
those previously rooted in cultural biases. This 
will result in more inclusive, equitable environ-
ments in which all students feel that they are 
being provided with genuine opportunities to 
demonstrate their knowledge and under-
standing. Utilization of culturally responsive 
and evidence-based approaches may allow 
educational institutions to celebrate culture as 
a strength, rather than a deficit, boosting stu-
dent engagement, improving equity, and in-
creasing learner input.  
 

To meet the instructional needs of students of 
diverse cultural backgrounds, culturally re-
sponsive approaches must be utilized. Such is 
the case when addressing commonly ob-
served racial inequities, such as suspension 
and office referrals. An increase in equity is es-
sential for schools to effectively implement in-
terventions designed to reduce these dispari-
ties (Austin et al., 2023). By operating under a 
Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports 
(PBIS) framework, interventions can be sharply 
enhanced with the integration of equity-

oriented cultural responsiveness practices. 
Such culturally responsive behavioral interven-
tions can serve to reduce the disproportionate 
exposure of minoritized students to the afore-
mentioned exclusionary discipline practices in 
schools and assist ethnic minority students in 
achieving satisfactory academic and behavior-
al outcomes (Austin et al., 2023; Jones et al., 
2016).  
 

Deconstructing Bias in Traditional Assess-
ment  

Traditional assessment does not assume a ho-
listic perspective of the student, with the stu-

dents’ cultural background primarily left unac-
counted for, thus leaving space for racial and 
cultural bias to progress. To contest this, Vélez-

Agosto et al. (2017) argue for the reconceptual-
ization of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theo-
ry of human development. Suggesting that 
separating culture from the student’s immedi-
ate settings (peers, family, school, church, etc.) 
limits the understanding of its role in develop-
ment, the authors propose moving the con-
cept of culture into the microsystem level, 
where it can directly align with the individual. 
This arrangement maintains that culture is a 
vital part of schools and other learning envi-
ronments.  
 

Linguistic bias persists in assessing compe-
tence in diverse students who are plurilingual 
and may require varied or altered assessment 
methods to demonstrate their competence 
and abilities. When linguistic diversity is not 
represented in educational systems, inequali-
ties may negatively affect plurilingual students 
who display a multilingual identity. Utilizing 
the Culturally Responsive Classroom Assess-
ment Inventory, Knight and Segura (2025) con-
ducted a study on elementary-aged students 
with self-identified plurilingual or multilingual 
abilities. Their findings indicate that traditional 
assessments are primarily conducted in lan-
guages that do not encompass all languages 
spoken or known by the students, which re-
sults in a mismatch of students’ repertoires 
and current assessment practices. An improp-
er reflection of students’ cultural languages 
and attributes within an education system, 
such as this, can result in the underperfor-
mance of diverse student populations.  
 

DESIGNING CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE AS-
SESSMENTS AND INTERVENTIONS 

For assessments and related interventions to 
be culturally responsive, the validity and inclu-
sion of the student voice must be considered. 
Understanding the diverse backgrounds of the 
student population and the role that plays 
within teaching and learning will have a direct 
impact on minoritized student populations 
(Knight & Segura, 2025; Richards et al., 2007). 
To ensure that these metrics are met, Walker 
et al. (2023) advise that in assessment develop-

42



 

 

ment, the following key principles must be 
taken into account: shared power, engage-
ment, high expectations, flexibility, and asset-

based. By including these principles not only 
in assessment development but also in assess-
ment use, the authors conceive that more eq-
uitable assessment experiences will be real-
ized. 
 

Tiered Support Systems 

As many schools have adopted a tiered sup-
port system, such as a three-tiered Multi-
Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) framework 
or Response to Intervention (RTI) model, it is 
important that these culturally responsive 
practices are included in all levels of assess-
ment and intervention within the school. Pro-
moting MTSS as an equity-based approach, 
Malone et al. (2021) urge that schools assimi-
late culturally responsive practices through 
mental health services by encouraging a posi-
tive racial school climate at Tier 1, culturally re-
sponsive interventions at Tier 2, and culturally 
responsive psychotherapy at Tier 3. Their sys-
tematic literature review of 121 studies and the 
impact that school-based mental health pro-
viders have on the structural and institutional 
inequities within a school system showed that 
when culturally responsive practices are ab-
sent, racial and ethnic minoritized students 
report racial microaggressions and noticeable 
discomfort when discussing culturally relevant 
issues. Similarly, Castro-Villarral et al. (2015) 
touch on the need for culturally responsive 
practices to maintain socially just RTI initiatives 
in their comprehensive review of the current 
status of special education services in the Unit-
ed States. The authors discuss the use of RTI in 
a three-tiered intervention system, emphasiz-
ing its use through each tier as interventions 
are intensified for students. Acknowledging 
the disproportionate placement of diverse 
youth in special education programs as one of 
the most critical issues identified by the U.S. 
Department of Education in the United States 
public school system, they draw attention to 
the potential of RTI in integrating culturally re-
sponsive practices. Educators must advocate 
for the sustainable use of culturally responsive 
evidence-based interventions in their ap-
proach to screening and servicing students 

from culturally and linguistically diverse back-
grounds.  

 

DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The need for culturally responsive practices in 
education is evident. Through its implementa-
tion, positive impacts on outcomes for minori-
tized students are observed. The integration of 
culturally responsive assessments and inter-
ventions has resulted in an increase in the 
proper analysis of student ability, student en-
gagement, parent involvement, access to ap-
propriate treatment, student social-emotional 
knowledge, and life satisfaction (Knight & Se-
gura, 2025; Malone et al., 2021). Additionally, a 
reduction in discipline referral disparities, un-
warranted student behavior, and observed so-
cial-emotional issues are also noted as direct 
results of these culturally responsive practices 
(Austin et al., 2023). Students of all back-
grounds and learning abilities are directly im-
pacted by the universal efforts of these prac-
tices, and they can all relish the many ad-
vantages associated with culturally responsive 
education efforts. 

 

In addition to the many positive outcomes as-
sociated with cultural responsiveness, there 
are also implications for educators, school 
leaders, and policy makers. There is a necessity 
for school-based professionals, such as school 
psychologists, who work most closely with the 
student population in the areas of assessment 
and intervention, to engage in continuous pro-
fessional development to unlearn implicit bias-
es. Critical reflection must ensue so that each 
educator challenges their own assumptions 
and evaluates their background to ensure that 
they are not inadvertently skewing their per-
spective when dealing with students of di-
verse backgrounds. School psychologists are 
encouraged to apply culturally based tech-
niques when conducting evaluations and as-
sessments or developing interventions to as-
sist students in achieving positive outcomes 
(Jones et al., 2016). Furthermore, district and 
state-level mandates must be reformed to en-
able more flexible and equitable assessment 
practices.  
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CONCLUSION 

A comprehensive and culturally responsive ed-
ucational framework that integrates assess-
ments and interventions which are biased-free 
and identity-affirming is essential for improv-
ing the academic, behavioral, and social-
emotional outcomes for diverse student popu-
lations. Assessments and their related inter-
ventions hold great weight and should be 
used with the sole purpose of diminishing so-
cial inequities, rather than reinforcing them. 
With a student population as diverse as that in 
the United States, educational institutions 
must look towards these culturally relevant 
measures to ensure that all students receive 
the appropriate education, which has been 
guaranteed to them. To achieve this, school 
psychologists and other educators must advo-
cate for the inclusion and utilization of cultur-
ally responsive assessment and intervention. 
This serves to diminish the unfair biases that 
disadvantage culturally diverse students and 
allow equitable practices to flourish. 
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Attention Department of Health Licensees 

 

An important change will go into effect for all DOH licensed professionals (with 
a few  exceptions) — this includes licensed school psychologists and licensed 
psychologists: 

Effective July 1, 2025, HB 975 requires that all health care practitioners under-
go a fingerprint-based  background screening as a requirement for obtaining 
licensure. If you are renewing your license with    Department, you must have a 
screening completed for your renewal application to be processed. For    de-
tailed information, including frequently asked questions, visit https://
flhealthsource.gov/backgroundscreening/.  

The Florida School 
Psychologist 

 

Contact FASP’s Newsletter Chair, Ashley Womble (newsletter@ fasp.org or awomble@fasp.org) for in-
formation about the news-letter or to submit an article for the next  issue. Wondering what to write 
about? We accept research articles, professional book reviews, articles about an interesting profession-
al project, etc. 
 

The mission of the Florida Association of School Psychologists is to promote and to advocate for the 
mental health and educational development of Florida’s children, youth, and families and to advance 
school psychology in the state of Florida for the benefit of all students.  

 

©2026 Florida Association of 
School Psychologists 

www.FASP.org 
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Follow Us on Social Media! 

 

 

https:// 
www.facebook.com/

FriendsWithFASP 

https://
www.instagram.com/

FLSchPsychs 

https:// 
www.linkedin.com/

company/FLSchPsychs 

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO OUR 
PLATINUM SPONSORS 
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