
 1 

October 23, 2007 
 

Division 16 Response to the Draft of the Model Licensure Act 
 
In 2006, the American Psychological Association convened a Model Act Task Force to review and 
update the Model Licensure Act (MLA). In the course of revising the MLA, the task force removed the 
exemption which allowed non-doctoral school psychology practitioners certified by a state department 
of education and working in a public school setting to use the term, psychologist, in their title, in 
essence indicating that these practitioners should no longer be called school psychologists. The 
possibility of the removal of this exemption was discussed by Division 16's Executive Committee, who 
were informed at that time that no decision had been made and that the Division would have the 
opportunity to comment when the draft MLA was completed. Division 16 was not represented on the 
Task Force and took no formal position on the proposed removal of the exemption at that time. 
 
In the published draft of the MLA from July 2007, the exemption for school psychologists to use the 
title, "school psychologist," has been removed (see p. 10. lines 510 to 517). In response to this 
decision, the Division EC surveyed the membership of the Division, soliciting input before taking a 
formal position. The Division received over 100 responses from members. Ninety percent of the 
responses from the Division membership were in support of keeping the exemption for non-doctoral 
school psychologists in the MLA. The Executive Committee of the Division has voted on this response 
to the MLA and it represents the majority view of the Executive Committee. 
 
In keeping with the views of the membership and our role as the elected representatives of the 
Division, the Executive Committee of Division 16 strongly urges the Task Force to reinsert the 
exemption for school psychologists in the MLA. Nonetheless, this decision was not arrived at lightly 
and required considerable thought on the part of the Division leadership, including consideration of an 
expressed minority viewpoint. This issue has generated controversy and strong emotions within 
Division 16 and the school psychology community more broadly, and as such, the Division Executive 
Committee believes it is important to summarize the nature of the comments submitted to us-both pro 
and con-to provide a context for our recommendation that the exemption be kept in the MLA at this 
time. 
 

Arguments in Favor of Eliminating the Exemption 
 
Ten percent of respondents to the Division's request for input indicated they supported the removal of 
the exemption. They indicated that if the Division recommends that the exemption be reinstated, the 
message that will be sent to APA colleagues is that the Division (a) is ambivalent about supporting 
APA policies (especially the doctoral standard), (b) supports the status quo rather than professional 
evolution and collegiality, and (c) is unduly influenced by the advocacy and policy initiatives of the 
National Association of School Psychologists (NASP), an organization that is comprised primarily of 
nondoctoral practitioners and that supports nondoctoral training as sufficient to use the title 
psychologist, as well as nondoctoral credentials for independent practice in all settings. The combined 
opinion of this 10% group is as follows. They advance that the Division of School Psychology needs 
to: 1) be aligned with APA and APA policies; 2) support parity for doctoral school psychologists; 3) 
work to end the public's confusion about what constitutes being a psychologist; and 4) advocate for 
children in the schools having access to doctoral school psychologists.  Each of these points is 
addressed below. 
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The Division should be Aligned with APA and APA Policies 
 
It is important that the Division be aligned with our parent organization on such a foundational issue. 
Division 16 is a division of the APA, which in turn represents and develops policy for all of American 
professional psychology, including the policies that are responsible for the long-standing recognition 
of the Specialty of School Psychology within the APA. American professional psychology is maturing 
and coalescing as a profession, and is evolving and moving forward on a number of fronts, including 
research and practice competencies and standards, and the accreditation process. If the Division is to 
remain a potent, respected force within the APA (and thereby able to project, influence, and protect the 
interests of its primary constituents, doctoral level school psychologists, and those we serve) the 
Division must position itself to continue to be influential in the ever-evolving APA governance and 
policy arena. To ensure its capacity to do so, we believe the Division must clearly align itself with and 
support APA policies. 
 
It is very apparent that the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) is effective in 
promoting the professional interests of non-doctoral school psychology practitioners. If Division 16 is 
not the voice advocating for doctoral school psychologists' interests, then what is the purpose of the 
Division?  It may serve as a Trojan Horse for nondoctoral school psychology, lending the prestige of 
the APA to school psychology. It is very useful to NASP (whose membership is overwhelmingly 
nondoctoral) to have the Division in this role. It is not helpful to doctoral school psychologists. 
 
The Division Should Support Parity for Doctoral School Psychologists 
 
Advocacy by the Division leadership, the APA Practice Directorate, and various individuals within the 
Division has resulted in movement toward parity with our clinical and counseling psychology 
colleagues over the last decade or so. Yet, we still lack their stature and recognition in the eyes of the 
public, many in the profession, and various decision-makers. There are many examples of the lack of 
parity with our clinical and counseling colleagues. We know that doctoral school psychology students 
have more limited options in applying for APPIC and APA internships, APA-accredited post-docs, 
positions in various employment settings, and for membership on third-party payer panels, even 
though they possess training that is comparable to clinical and counseling psychology graduates. 
Although there may be varied reasons for the obstacles doctoral school psychologists face (if they 
continue to identify themselves as doctoral school psychologists), one contributing factor is that 
decision-makers continue to be confused about the level of training required for school psychologists. 
Many assume that school psychologists are not trained at the doctoral level, and for good reason; most 
are not. 
 
Removal of the exemption will help level the playing field for doctoral school psychologists by 
clarifying that all psychologists within the APA adhere to the doctoral standard long ago established as 
the minimum standard for the title and independent practice of psychology, regardless of specialty. On 
the other hand, reinstating the exemption will continue the confusing status quo, failing to clarify to 
various audiences and decision-makers that school psychologists with doctoral level training are held 
to the same standards as our clinical and counseling psychology counterparts. 
 
The Division Should Work to End the Public's Confusion about what Constitutes being a Psychologist 
 
It is confusing to the public when the term school psychologist is used in the schools by individuals 
who do not meet requirements in a given state for the title of psychologist outside of schools. 
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Consumers are confused about the level of training and competence of psychologists, psychologists 
with extensive school psychology competences, and school psychology practitioners at the masters or 
specialist levels-all of whom may use the title of school psychologist. The term "psychologist" is a 
designation that should be reserved for doctoral-level practitioners only. 
 
Proponents of keeping the exemption claim that removing it would have negative effects on hiring of 
school psychological personnel and, therefore, on the quality of school psychological services 
available to children. As stated by one respondent: "I live in a state where specialist level school 
psychological practitioners are not able to use the term psychologist but use the term "Licensed 
specialist in school psychology." I know of no evidence that this change has had these negative 
effects." 
 
The Division Should Advocate for Children in the Schools having Access to Doctoral School 
Psychologists 
 
The exemption was intended to be a time-limited exemption while school psychology was developed 
further-and to the doctoral level. We believe the time interval for such a development has expired and 
that the 1987 exemption actually may have interfered with the desired outcome. However, there has 
been progress. As stated by one respondent: "There has been a push by university training programs 
for many years for school psychology students to pursue the Ph.D. rather than the specialist degree and 
many programs are succeeding, that is, having all or a majority of their students in their doctoral 
program. APA's removal of the exemption may help push this movement along, and hopefully we will 
see more individuals who would have stopped at a specialist degree complete more training and thus 
create a higher level of competence with regard to psychological services in the schools." 
 
The removal of the exemption may also be timely for another compelling reason; the higher level of 
competence required to provide comprehensive psychological services to children in the schools. As 
the crisis in children's unmet mental health needs has become more apparent, schools are being asked 
to provide more comprehensive health and mental health services for all children. The scope of 
practice is finally beginning to expand (or has the promise of expansion). It seems timely that NASP, 
in School Psychology: A Blueprint for Training and Practice III Blueprint III (2006), puts forth a 
model of training and practice that clearly indicates that school psychologists operate in the areas of 
instruction and mental health, and therefore must be educated and trained substantially in both. The 
Blueprint also acknowledges the concern of trainers that it is very difficult to provide the education, 
training, and practice deemed necessary in the new model at the specialist level. As the Blueprint also 
acknowledges that professional preparation in school psychology occurs at two differing levels, 
specialist and doctorate, it may be the time to differentiate the two more clearly. The removal of the 
exemption could set the stage for encouraging state psychology licensing boards to remove any 
exemption in place regarding school psychology and the title school psychologist at the 
masters/specialist levels. It would also serve to encourage state education agencies to recognize the 
importance of doctoral training for school psychologists, and to denote the title of "school 
psychologist" only to those at the doctoral level of training. This change would acknowledge that 
children in the schools are deserving of a coordinated response to their mental health needs as they 
interface with their academic needs that is equivalent to the standards set in the non-school sector. 
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Arguments in Favor of Keeping the Exemption in the MLA 
 
The respondents in favor of keeping the exemption also provided compelling arguments. These 
Division 16 members see a fundamental distinction between independent practice and school-based 
practice. They concur that psychologist is the term appropriate for independent practice, but affirm the 
use of the title school psychologist for school-based practice by all professionals credentialed by state 
boards of education. They view these individuals as very well trained and meeting an important need 
in schools. Currently 90% of state boards of education in the country use the term, school psychologist, 
in their regulations. Opening the title up for reexamination may result in decreases in services to 
children in schools. Furthermore, the Task Force has provided no data regarding the detriments to 
children that have occurred because of the use of the title, school psychologist, for school-based 
services, or the benefits that will be derived from restricting the use of the title. These arguments are 
detailed below. 
 
The Primary Reasons for the Exemption still Exist 
 
When the doctoral standard became APA policy, Division 16 advocated strongly for the exemption 
that is the current MLA for several reasons, including (a) the urgent need for psychologists in school 
settings, (b) the recognition that practice in school settings requires specialized training, hence the 
inclusion of school psychology as a specialty in professional psychology, and (c) the shortage of 
doctoral school psychologists trained for practice in the schools. None of this has changed. There is a 
dire shortage of not only school psychology practitioners (notwithstanding the many non-doctoral 
practitioners), but also of doctoral psychologists to staff school psychology training programs. Indeed, 
estimates indicate that 15,000 school psychology practitioner positions will go unfilled through 2020, 
and several thousand in the subsequent decade. However, the need for school psychologists continues 
to increase. On the faculty side, there have been searches for 80 to 120 positions in the last three to 
four years, with the majority of these searches being unsuccessful. Given these concerns, it is believed 
that APA should not be doing anything that has the remote potential to restrict the availability of 
school psychologists credentialed for and willing to practice in school settings. 
 
The Potential for Harm if the Exemption is Removed 
 
Although the issue of removing the exemption is framed as benefiting the public, the majority of 
Division 16 respondents find the claim of benefits a spurious one, and see the potential for tremendous 
harm to children, families, and schools. Indeed, the argument that the public is confused because some 
school psychologists have specialist degrees and others have doctoral degrees is dismissed as 
speculative. They contend that the greatest amount of confusion will come from Boards of Psychology 
and State Departments of Education fighting over the use of the term, school psychologist. Moreover, 
these fights have high probability of distracting school psychologists from concentrating on school-
based practice for substantial periods of time. Individuals do not give up their professional identities 
willingly or easily, and the potential for divisive battles looming in many of the 48 states that allow the 
use of the term, school psychologist, by individuals credentialed by the Department of Education is 
high. 
 
The Lack of Evidence in Support of the Benefits Gained in Removing the Exemption 
 
The APA Ethics Code asks us to "do no harm," and also requires us to "do good." Thus, it is incumbent 
upon the organization, given the potential for harm, to also provide evidence of the beneficence that 
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will arise from removing the exemption. To date, there is considerable evidence that the majority of the 
38,000 school psychologists are providing competent and necessary services in schools. First, NASP 
has provided a comprehensive set of standards for non-doctoral training with the major criticism of the 
newest version of these being that they are too close to doctoral level standards. Second, many school 
psychology training programs must also meet National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 
Education (NCATE) standards, the body that accredits teacher education and other school-based 
credentialing programs. Third, state departments of education have stringent standards for graduate 
education and credentialing of school psychologists. Fourth, many individuals who receive the 
specialist degree in school psychology receive their training alongside their doctoral colleagues, taking 
the same classes for school-based practice as their doctoral colleagues do. Fifth, there is no evidence of 
poor performance, incompetence, or public harm by non-doctoral school psychologists who are often 
serving alongside their colleagues with doctorates. Additionally, many school psychology trainers, 
who are licensed and engage in independent practice on a part-time basis, do not practice in the 
schools, as school-based practice is less lucrative. Thus, not all licensed individuals who can practice 
in the schools choose to practice in the schools, suggesting that removing the exemption will not 
actually increase the number of doctoral practitioners in schools, or ensure integrity of the profession. 
Indeed, many licensed psychologists are not members of APA and are therefore outside its purview. 
 
Removing the Exemption is Not in APA's Best Interest 
 
Given the potential for doing harm, and the low probability for doing good, it is useful to also consider 
the impact of this decision on APA's reputation more generally. The removal of the exemption is very 
easily framed as one that is not about public good, but as one that is about economic benefits for APA 
and licensed practitioners, because licensed psychologists are the beneficiaries of the policy, but also 
because they pay higher dues given the practice assessment. For example, the policy does not benefit 
doctoral school psychologists who are not licensed. Thus, the issue of the doctorate is secondary to the 
issue of licensure in the document. 
 
Removing the exemption is also particularly problematic at a time when APA is concerned with 
declining membership and being more inviting to diverse groups of doctoral psychologists. As 
mentioned previously, many doctoral school psychologists are in classes with and/or work alongside 
their non-doctoral school psychology colleagues, and these individuals are less likely to consider 
becoming members of APA. Additionally, although not intended, any perceived harm to school 
psychologists may also be interpreted as hurting the children attending the nation's public schools, one 
of our most vulnerable populations. Both state and federal elected officials are not likely to be 
supportive of exclusivity if it is seen to be hurting the children of the nation, and APA may end up 
winning the battle (keeping the exemption out) and losing the war (its right to be the only group that 
accredits professional psychology programs). There are already many scientists who are no longer 
members of APA and many within APA who resent that they can only call themselves psychologists 
due to an exemption. If this issue becomes a national debate, the probability for harm to the 
organization is great. As one individual noted, APA has been seen to represent psychology in the US, 
even though one is required to hold a doctorate to be a member. Does APA want to be known as the 
organization that represents psychology in the US or doctoral psychology in the US, and what are the 
implications of that decision for our outreach efforts to secondary schools, community colleges, and 
undergraduate and masters programs in psychology? 
 
 
 
 



 6 

Removing the Exemption is Not in Division 16's Best Interest 
 
Perhaps one of the most compelling concerns from the position of many of the respondents is that 
removing the exemption is not in the best interest of Division 16. Division 16 has worked closely with 
NASP and the International Association of School Psychologists (ISPA) for many years, engaging in 
joint projects that serve school psychology well and by proxy, psychology more broadly. Moreover, 
Division 16 has been an active member of the Child and Adolescent Caucus in APA and brings a 
perspective that no other constituency in the organization has, in part because we are in close contact 
with school psychology practice which is largely non-doctoral. Removing the exemption effectively 
cedes school psychology practice to other organizations, even if the official title does not contain the 
term, psychologist. 
 
APA has lamented its lack of impact in the schools for a long time, as well as the lack of science in 
high school psychology curricula. Dr. Brehm's math and science initiative as APA President has school 
psychologists listed as integral for its success. Consider that Division 16 has approximately 2,200 
members and affiliates whereas NASP has 23,000. Consider that there are 38,000 school psychologists 
in the country and that there are over 9,000 doctoral school psychologists, most of whom do not belong 
to Division 16 or APA. Consider that the 75% of non-doctoral school psychologists also are mostly 
female and are much more representative of the diversity of the country than those with doctorates. 
And consider what the impact of disenfranchising these individuals will be-even if one argues that the 
disenfranchisement is only perceived-on perceptions of APA and Division 16, especially when there 
are no tangible benefits to APA or the Division. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The Division's poll yielded clear results. Ten percent of the 100+ respondents who provided comments 
were affiliates; the other 90% were full members or fellows of Division 16 and APA. Many of the 
respondents are licensed, many are trainers, and some have been or are involved in APA governance. 
All of their voices are important to consider. However, 90% of the respondents are in favor of the 
exemption being retained in the MLA. The Executive Committee of Division 16 requests that the Task 
Force reconsider its decision about removing the exemption for the good of Division 16, APA, and the 
children, youth, and families that school psychologists serve diligently. 
 
 
 
 
This document was initially distributed via e-mail by the 2007 Division 16 President, Dr. Frank 
Worrell on 10/23/07. Any further comments on this matter should be sent to the current 2008 Division 
16 President, Dr. Tammy Hughes <hughest@duq.edu> 


