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“Taking up where grad school leaves off, smart and savvy Rebecca Branstetter has written a practical, thorough, and truly helpful guide that will ease the nervousness of newbies and provide a revitalizing refresher for experienced school psychologists. An invaluable book for getting started, keeping up and ultimately finding satisfaction in this whirlwind of a career.”

—Katherine A. Briccetti, Ph.D., school psychologist, Piedmont (California) Unified School District, author of Blood Strangers: A Memoir

“In the first book of its kind, Dr. Branstetter provides an invaluable resource for school psychologists both new and veteran. Her easy humor, reproducible charts and letters, and on-the-job personal experiences help translate classroom and textbook learning into real-life application.”

—Aimee Koehler, author of Musings of an Urban School Psychologist blog

“In The School Psychologist’s Survival Guide, Dr. Branstetter provides a wealth of helpful hints in dealing with the breadth of activities that school psychologists engage in. From the practical to the pragmatic, these ideas and the summary tables will be useful for both new and experienced practitioners as well as for school psychology trainers and interns.”

—Frank C. Worrell, Ph.D., director, School Psychology Program, University of California at Berkeley
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Preface

When I started my career as a school psychologist ten years ago, I was ridiculously unprepared for the challenges that lay ahead of me. Armed only with optimism, pluck, and a few years of practicum and coursework, I thought I was ready to work in a large urban school district. I fancied myself the school psychologist version of Michelle Pfeiffer in Dangerous Minds, changing the world, one student at a time. Little did I know, there were on-the-job skills I didn’t have, and I learned something new every ten minutes. I was fortunate to have a fantastic supervisor, Minoo Shah, who guided me through my traumatic first few years, when I made mistake after mistake. I felt for school psychologists who did not have the great mentoring I did. I couldn’t believe all the things I was never taught in graduate school. This is not my alma mater’s fault: there are some things you just have to learn when you are on the job for the first time.

One thing no one ever told me going into this profession was that it could be isolating. Even though I am surrounded by educators, children, and parents every day, I only get to see my school psychologist colleagues once a month at staff meetings. The support and input you receive from your colleagues is instrumental in preventing burnout and becoming a better practitioner. So in 2007, I began my blog, Notes from the School Psychologist (www.studentsgrow.blogspot.com), in an effort to connect with other school psychologists and share knowledge I wish I had starting out. Whether I was talking about how to deal with nasty advocates at meetings or giving advice about how not to accidentally form a gang in group therapy, I felt good about helping other school psychologists learn from my mistakes. Little did I know, my blog and subsequent Facebook page for the blog would connect me to colleagues across the country, all of whom have great information to share, insights to learn from, and emotional support I didn’t even know I needed. I love hearing from colleagues about how to improve our skills, our profession, and our experience in day-to-day life as school psychologists.

I began to receive e-mails asking me to recommend a resource for school psychologists to learn the on-the-job skills needed to be successful. I knew of no such resource—one that provided practical, real-world advice about how to be an effective school psychologist. That is how this book came to be. I hope you find it useful, entertaining, and practical. I have enjoyed consulting with many of you to make sure the book captures the wide range of experiences we have in this profession. Thank you all for your input, and enjoy!





Introduction

School psychologists are professionals who provide mental health and educational services within school districts, typically for students with special needs. School psychology was named one of the top twenty careers in 2009 by U.S. News and World Report, and represents a growing field. The U.S. Department of Labor cites employment opportunities in school psychology at both the specialist and doctoral levels as among the best across all fields of psychology.

Much has been written about the technical aspects of performing the job of a school psychologist, such as theories of learning, principles of cognitive assessment, and counseling theory. However, there is little so far about the nuts-and-bolts practical side of the profession—what school psychologists experience once they are in the field. There is a growing need for a survival guide for navigating the day-to-day challenges of working in the bureaucracy of a school district, managing large caseloads, dealing with legal and ethical challenges on the job, and crisis management. There is a dearth of materials for school psychologists with regard to how to bridge the theories learned in graduate school and the practical challenges experienced during the workday.

The purpose of The School Psychologist’s Survival Guide is to bridge that gap between research and reality. School psychologists just entering the field are often lacking the day-to-day practical advice they need to survive in the job, and the theories they learned in graduate school about how to deliver high-quality services in the schools often do not match the reality of the job. This guide will give new school psychologists ready-to-use tools they need to streamline their work flow and overcome the challenges they face every day. School psychologists who have already been working in the field will also profit from fresh ideas about how to improve their practice and prevent burnout.

The School Psychologist’s Survival Guide takes on the top challenges school psychologists face every day and provides real-world solutions. Instead of a dry textbook about the profession and a school psychologist’s job duties, it brings to life how to bridge the gap between best practices according to the research, and the realities of working in school district bureaucracies, often with limited resources. The purpose is to give new school psychologists a go-to resource with ready-to-use strategies and time-saving reproducible materials they can use every day.

Although I’ve taken great care to represent school psychologists’ experiences across the country, there are differences in how laws and policies are interpreted by states, districts, and school sites. You will want to stay current with your local and state guidelines and laws, and consult with your supervisors and site staff about the application of these hands-on tools and strategies in your local setting.

This guide begins with a big-picture overview of the job of a school psychologist, including the many roles that we play on a daily basis. Chapters Two and Three focus on the day-to-day logistical challenges that we face—from heavy caseloads to working in janitors’ closets to battling with unnecessary paperwork—and how to deal with them. The subsequent chapters are organized by the roles that school psychologists frequently assume in the schools. These chapters do not necessarily need to be read sequentially, as school psychologists’ jobs are often different depending on the particular schools to which they are assigned. Chapters Four through Seven detail ways to become more efficient in working with students experiencing academic and behavioral challenges. Chapter Four discusses practical ways to become involved in prevention and early intervention; Chapter Five outlines strategies for being effective in schools implementing a Response to Intervention (RtI) framework. Chapters Six and Seven highlight how to be more efficient in the special education referral and assessment process and how to be an effective presenter at Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings.

In addition to providing advice and resources for the assessment and intervention process, this guide describes nuts-and-bolts techniques for being an effective consultant (Chapter Eight) and providing counseling services (Chapters Nine through Eleven). Specific strategies as well as ready-to-use forms are available in these chapters, which discuss individual counseling (Chapter Nine), group counseling (Chapter Ten), and crisis counseling (Chapter Eleven). The guide concludes with an important chapter on preventing burnout and increasing job satisfaction (Chapter Twelve).

Overall, The School Psychologist’s Survival Guide aims to help new and veteran school psychologists become more efficient and effective service providers, improve and hone their skills in the multitude of roles they assume in the schools, and increase their job satisfaction. With practical ready-to-use forms and time-saving suggestions, this guide will be your go-to resource for dealing with the situations that were never covered in graduate school. Sprinkled throughout the guide is a touch of school psychologist humor, which is of course a necessary ingredient for survival in this profession!





chapter 1

WEARING MANY HATS

The Roles of the School Psychologist

I’ve been told that you should be able to explain your career to a stranger in the time it takes to ride an elevator for a few floors. I have been working on my school psychologist “elevator speech” for years now, and I think I need to be in a high-rise elevator in order to fully explain my duties. That is because school psychologists may be responsible for many different tasks, and their roles vary considerably from school to school, district to district, and state to state. I have finally settled on saying, “School psychologists are like if a teacher and a psychologist had a baby. We do interventions to prevent school failure, test struggling students to uncover reasons for learning problems, and provide them with appropriate interventions. Those interventions could involve special education services, counseling, or consulting with teachers and parents to help students with their areas of need.” Then, inevitably, someone responds with, “Oh, so you’re a counselor?” Sigh. It really is a difficult profession to explain.

In general, school psychologists have four main “hats” they may wear in the schools: assessor, consultant, prevention and intervention specialist, and counselor. Each graduate school program places different emphases on these roles, but once you are working in the schools, you are often expected to fulfill many, if not all, of these roles in some capacity. There will also be unofficial roles in your job as well, depending on your school sites. These could range from supervising traffic during afternoon dismissal to serving on administrative committees. This chapter outlines the four most likely roles of the school psychologist and helps you identify chapters in this guide that will help you improve your skills and bolster your effectiveness in each role.

ASSESSMENT

Assessing students is often seen as the primary role of the school psychologist, though this varies among districts and schools. Historically, school psychologists came on the scene in 1975 as a part of the first special education law, PL94-142. Under this law, school psychologists were identified as the professionals responsible for testing students to evaluate their school functioning related to special education disability criteria. Even now, for many school psychologists, assessment of students suspected of having disabilities and of those students already in special education continues to be the primary role in many districts.

In graduate school, the first courses I completed were in psychoeducational assessment, which covered the history of tests and how to administer them, and in applied statistics, which covered in part how to interpret the information that the test administrations produced. It was exciting learning all the new tools, practicing administering IQ tests (mostly on the children of professors and friends), and perfecting the art of the standardized assessment. I remember borrowing my first testing kit, then housed in a 1980s-style briefcase that weighed almost as much as I did. I felt so fancy clicking it open and administering the tests with my brand-new stopwatch that I had rigged to be nearly unnoticeable by removing its beeper. It was so exciting.

Ten years later, the luster and excitement of administering these tests has faded, my iPhone has replaced my cute little timer, I’ve ditched the circa 1982 briefcase, and I’ve administered IQ tests so many times that I have them memorized. I would estimate that I have given the same test about seven hundred times since becoming a school psychologist. Although this has the potential to become extraordinarily boring, one thing that keeps it fresh is the challenge of figuring out how to help a child learn more easily and efficiently. Each child is like a puzzle, and each test we give is a piece of the puzzle in understanding how the child learns best and what gets in the way of learning. No two children approach testing the same way. You can learn a lot about kids just from their reactions to the words, “Today we are going to do a series of activities to see how you learn best!” From “Go away, I’m not special ed!” to “Yay! Let’s go!” you can learn a lot about students that the numbers won’t be able to tell you. There are many tricks of the trade for making the evaluation process meaningful, in terms of both the numbers you get and of the qualitative observations of how kids tackle problems. Chapter Six outlines how to gain information from your assessments that is useful for helping students, their parents, and their teachers.

Your testing caseload will vary tremendously according to the size of your school district, the area of the country in which you are employed, the type of setting in which you work (rural, suburban, or urban), and the policies of each school district regarding your responsibilities in general education (intervention and prevention) and special education. As a school psychologist, you are often assigned both new referrals (often called “initials”) and legally mandated three-year assessments (often called “triennials” or “reevaluations”). Each of these assessments has its own legal timeline for completion, which is an added pressure for a school psychologist. The first year I was employed by a large urban school district, I was assigned three schools of approximately five hundred students each. The list of mandatory three-year evaluations I had to complete that year numbered about seventy-five. In addition, I was employed only three days per week! I couldn’t fathom how I would get through it all within the timelines, and many of the cases were already overdue when I walked in the door my first day. Even without any new referrals, I felt that my caseload was almost impossible if I wanted to do a thorough job with each student.

I learned more about the dramatic differences in caseloads through my blog, Notes from the School Psychologist (www.studentsgrow.blogspot.com). I asked the online community of school psychologists who follow the blog to report their testing caseloads on the blog’s Facebook page. The reported yearly caseloads for full-time psychologists ranged from 4 to 120, with the median at about 60. One of the main factors that determined caseload was whether or not the district had adopted the Response to Intervention (RtI) method of identifying and responding to learning difficulties, which heavily emphasizes prevention and early intervention. Regardless of your caseload and whether or not your school has adopted RtI, in Chapters Four and Five you will learn more about how to infuse a preventive model of intervention into your daily work to reduce the amount of time you spend doing individual assessments.

Another key factor in determining caseload is school placement. School psychologists at the elementary level tend to have more initial evaluations, and school psychologists at middle and high schools tend to have more triennial reevaluations. Psychologists assigned to preschool diagnostic centers, bilingual assessment teams, charter school teams, and nonpublic school teams tend to have the most restrictive roles; evaluation responsibilities make up nearly all of their daily activities.

Your role may also be more complex if your student population has a high proportion of students learning English as a second language, if your school has a large homeless or transient student population, or if a significant number of students qualify for free and reduced lunch due to living in poverty. In these schools, assessment cases tend to be lengthier, and they are more challenging in terms of teasing out environmental and situational factors that contribute to learning and emotional challenges. Chapter Six details these specific roles within school districts. One of the great things about school psychology as a profession is that there are opportunities to mix it up in terms of the ages and types of students you will see.

In assessment-heavy school placements, one of the most challenging aspects for all psychologists is completing quality assessments within legal timelines. Fortunately, there are a few things that will help you streamline this process. Chapter Three will help you with a structure to organize and effectively complete your assessments within timelines.

CONSULTATION

One of the services that principals, teachers, and parents value the most is consultation with you. Once you establish yourself as a resource, you will have plenty of “customers” knocking on your door, calling you for advice, or e-mailing you about their concerns for their students. In my experience, I often get a ton of little notes in my school mailbox with requests to talk about particular students. Given all the other obligations you have and the limited time available to talk to teachers during the day, you will probably find it challenging to carve out quality time to consult about students. At times it can feel as though you’re doing “psychological triage”—sorting all the calls, notes, e-mails, and requests by urgency of need.

School psychologists are expected to be knowledgeable in many areas, including but not limited to child development, disabilities, assessment, teaching, parenting, learning, special education law, general education law, discipline, district procedures, classroom management, relationships, intervention, prevention, data analysis, crisis management, and counseling. Tall order! I remember when I was in my school psychologist internship, people would come to me all the time with really difficult questions that I would have no idea how to answer. Even now, after nearly ten years of experience, I still get stumped by some of the situations that arise.

Learning to be an effective consultant is not about knowing all the answers. In many ways, it’s about knowing the right questions. Effective consultation also requires an understanding of the relationships between you, the consultee, and the student or students in question. Despite its complexity, consultation offers many rewards. When you effectively consult with a staff member about how to work with a child in need, you educate him or her on working with similar children down the road, and all the kids in the teacher’s class benefit from the new knowledge. Depending on your graduate school program, you may or may not have been explicitly taught how to consult, especially how to consult with staff who seem unwilling to consult with you. There are many different models of consultation as well, and finding one that is a good match for you is important. Chapter Eight discusses how to be an effective consultant, and Chapter Eleven talks about ways to use consultation in crisis situations.

PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION

Even before special education law first introduced the term Response to Intervention (RtI) in the revision of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 2004, school psychologists understood the importance of prevention in increasing positive student outcomes. Whether or not your school has existing structures to support prevention and early intervention activities, you can often carve out a role for yourself in providing prevention services. The benefits of dedicating your time and energy to prevention include reducing your assessment caseload and keeping students from falling so far behind that they give up.

School psychologists will often face discrepancies between research-supported best practices and the realities of the school district policies and legal guidelines regarding eligibility for special education services. Many times I have heard myself say ridiculous things, such as “He is below grade level, but he’s not far enough behind to be considered disabled, so he doesn’t qualify for services.” What? That doesn’t make sense. The idea behind early intervention and prevention is that kids receive targeted services before they fall behind or give up on school. A student shouldn’t be forced to fail in order to receive much-needed assistance.

The school psychologist plays a key role in developing appropriate interventions for struggling students. Since the change in IDEA law, there are more and more opportunities to prevent students from struggling in the first place. Your role will depend on what your district’s policies and funding structures are, and whether your state or school district has adopted RtI. Unfortunately, it is still the case that many school psychologists are put in the difficult position of adhering to policies that don’t make intuitive sense and aren’t backed up by the robust research on the power of prevention and early intervention. Some school districts have followed the research about prevention and adopted an RtI model of service delivery. The general concept of RtI is that prevention and early intervention are better than remediation—financially, ethically, and practically speaking. However, the traditional role of the school psychologist has been to intervene when things become so difficult for a student that a disability is suspected and special education may be warranted. This “wait to fail” model is not supported by research or common sense. School psychologists are often in need of practical suggestions on how to navigate a useful course between best practices and district policies. Chapter Four talks about ways to infuse a prevention model of delivery into your day-to-day work schedule, and Chapter Five details the array of school psychologists’ roles in RtI.

COUNSELING

When I first heard about the profession of school psychology, I had this fantasy of sitting in a cute little office full of play therapy materials, sipping herbal tea and waiting for little friends to come by for a warm, cozy session where we talked about feelings. Doesn’t that sound great? Little did I know, most days would involve my frantically trying to prioritize and tackle my to-do list, which grew exponentially by the minute. I never thought my only counseling time would be spent doing crisis counseling. Colleagues across the country have reported on the Notes from the School Psychologist Blog Facebook page that they are not even allowed to do counseling at their school sites. So sad! Counseling is one of the most rewarding parts of my job because it allows me to have direct, ongoing contact with the students. Carving out this quality time can be a challenge, though.

As I became more efficient with my other obligations (assessment, report writing, attending and leading IEP meetings), I liberated more of my time to devote to counseling. I started a few counseling groups at lunchtime so that I could provide direct services to students and feel more preventive. Your counseling caseload will likely vary by school site, funding structures, physical space, and district priorities. Counseling might not even be a permitted role for you, or you may not have the training to feel comfortable with a counseling role. In some states, school counselors are responsible for counseling services, particularly at the elementary school level. In other states, there is a distinction between school psychologists and school psychologist examiners, and only the school psychologists can do counseling. It should be noted, however, that counseling is not for everyone, even if you are permitted to do it. For those of you who share my love of counseling and are permitted to do it in your current role, Chapters Nine (individual counseling) and Ten (group counseling) discuss in detail the counseling roles you may assume.

As a note of encouragement for those who enjoy the counseling role, when I changed districts, there was funding in place for two full days a week of counseling and prevention activities. I finally got to talk about feelings with my little friends on a regular basis, just as I had imagined. Sure, I shared my cute little office with three other people, I had to buy my own therapy supplies, and there was no electrical plug for a teakettle for my herbal tea, but I still love the regular direct contact with students.

PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER

Reading the list of all of our responsibilities as school psychologists can be daunting. That list is not even exhaustive! There are days when I am alternately on yard duty, consoling crying teachers who want to quit, getting icepacks for kids who have fought on the yard, searching for a lost file, tracking down paperwork, fighting with Human Resources about inaccurate pay, putting on parent education nights, attending school events, driving to a school to test a kid who won’t work with me, driving to a child’s home to locate a parent to sign documents, or even searching for a stapler or a functioning printer. These are the days when I feel stretched in too many different directions to be functional or efficient. The good news is that most school psychologists love the excitement, challenge, and ever-changing environment, and often thrive in the chaos. We adapt, learn amazing executive functioning and planning skills, and feel empowered to make a difference in the lives of our students.

We also need strong, reliable coping skills to manage the stress and chaos. You cannot help others effectively if you do not have a deep bag of tricks for managing your own stress. Burnout in this profession can be high, and, as for any job, you need to learn how to tackle the daily stressors and cope with the challenges of the job. It is often the challenges of managing your time, enforcing emotional boundaries, and dealing with bureaucracy that cause burnout rather than the direct work with the children. Chapter Three details practical tips on taming the “Bureaucracy Monster,” and Chapter Twelve discusses the importance of self-care in becoming an effective and emotionally healthy school psychologist. You might want to bookmark those chapters!


Key Points


	As a school psychologist, you will wear many hats and have many different roles. Your roles are often defined by the school district, school site, or state in which you work.

	The four main roles of a school psychologist are most likely to be assessor, consultant, prevention and intervention specialist, and counselor.

	Graduate school programs emphasize different roles, and your training and confidence in serving in each role may vary.

	Once you are employed by the school district, you will be expected to fulfill many different roles, often dictated by district procedures and priorities. It is important to keep in mind that your role can change from district to district as well as from school to school.

	Navigating multiple roles can be stressful. You need both practical skills as well as coping skills for managing stress.

	This guide offers information about all four roles, and you can choose to read the chapters most germane to your current job description. You can also read chapters about roles outside your current job description to help you open a dialogue with your supervisor or site administrators about expanding your role.





DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


1. What are the current roles of a school psychologist in your school or district? How are they defined? Is there flexibility in roles, or are they prescribed for you?

2. If you are not yet working in a school, which role is most appealing to you? Which is least appealing? Why?

3. How do you set role boundaries at your school site? It can be challenging to say no to extra duties, especially when you are a new employee or your duties are ill defined at your school site. What are some strategies for defining your role without appearing rigid or unwilling to take on more work?

4. At times, a school psychologist’s roles are defined by those of his or her predecessor. How do you renegotiate your role with employees at your new school site?

5. In which of the four roles do you think you need the most support in developing your skills? What supports are available to you for professional development and practical advice?

6. If you were in an interview for a job in a school district, what key questions would you ask about roles expected of school psychologists?







chapter 2

FINDING WHERE YOU BELONG

Logistics and Building Relationships in Your Schools

There is something so exciting about receiving your school site placements at the beginning of the year. When you are a new school psychologist or new to a school district, you may know nothing about the school(s) you are assigned, and wonder if you got “good” schools. You may work in a small district where you only have one school, or you may be in a large school district where you have many schools.

During my first year as a school psychologist, I was assigned to one elementary school, one middle school, and one high school. They were all in the same part of town, which was primarily low income, and the schools all received Title 1 funding. I was excited about my schools. I imagined myself as the school psychologist version of Michelle Pfeiffer in the movie Dangerous Minds, and dreamed I could transform urban education just by listening to kids and doing a home visit or two. I couldn’t wait to get started! I thought the principals would welcome me with open arms, usher me to my darling private office space, and hand over the keys to everything I needed. I had a vision of a warm, cozy, private space where kids could come to seek refuge from their suffering.

I went to each school psychologist who had the schools before me to get the scoop—something I would definitely recommend doing. However, if you do this, know that each person has his or her own perceptions of the school that may not match up with your experience. So take their observations with a grain of salt. Some schools are better matches for certain personalities. My elementary school was described as “sweet,” my middle school was described as “a nightmare,” and my high school was described as “challenging.” As for office space, each psychologist said something along the lines of “good luck” or “stake your claim right away.” Hmm.

School psychologists do not always have choice about which schools they are assigned, particularly early in their careers. In my experience, most supervisors will try to take your preferences into consideration. Some larger districts have a formal bidding process for schools that is organized by seniority. You may have one site or fifteen sites. You may work out of offices in each school or have a work space in the central district office. You may have an alternative placement doing preschool assessments or nonpublic school assessments.

You can start to prepare in advance for the process of school assignment by asking, when you interview with a school district, about how it works. If hired, would you have any choice of which ages, levels, locations, or types of school you are assigned? How often are school psychologists moved between school sites? I didn’t have choice in my first few years, and I experienced changes in my school assignments every year, but now, in another district, I have gotten all the schools I’ve wanted, year after year.

One thing that is consistent across districts I have worked for is that it can be challenging in the first few weeks and months of being the “newbie” at a school site. Your first challenge is to build relationships with the staff, parents, and students. They may have preconceptions about your role and abilities based on their prior experience with school psychologists or based on your appearance or age. For example, when I began my first practicum in schools at the age of twenty-two, one principal remarked upon meeting me, “Oh great. You’re so young, you look like you need a hall pass!” Another principal had the opposite reaction: “Oh great!” she enthused, “I love young people in the profession! They have such fresh ideas and great energy!” In other words, be aware that you are something of a walking Rorschach inkblot to school staff members.

There may be staff you have to work with who have difficult personalities. If one of those staff members is the principal, it might be a long school year for you! The principal often sets the tone and climate of a school site, and if you are in disagreement with his or her philosophy and policies, you may be facing a challenge. However, there are many ways to collaborate with staff members who have different visions of how to work with students or who have difficult personalities. Most of us go into school psychology because we like to work with kids, but I’m here to tell you that much of your job will be forging positive working relationships with the adults in the building.

Another challenge for new or new-to-a-district psychologists is finding a “home” within the school. Prepare for the process of becoming comfortable in school to be a lengthy one. The first steps in finding your place within a school culture are building relationships with school staff, navigating the logistical challenges of finding a space to work, managing multiple sites, determining your work schedule, and introducing yourself to the students and parents.

GETTING SITUATED AT A NEW SCHOOL SITE

Before beginning my first practicum in graduate school, I was told to take note of my experience when I first walked into a school building. My instructors informed me that I would gain powerful information about the overall school climate. Is the building inviting? Do you feel welcome? Do people smile at you or ask you who you are? Do the staff seem friendly? Are the students orderly? These are all clues to what your experience working at the school may be like.

The middle school that was described as a nightmare did not have a welcoming feel to it at all. I eagerly bounded up to the front door for a staff meeting, and it was locked and bolted. There was not a soul in sight, despite the fact that I was there during school hours. I rang the doorbell, and an incredibly grumpy woman opened the door, not even bothering to make eye contact or greet me. Everyone was late to the first staff meeting, and when I introduced myself, a staff member murmured, “Wonder how long she’ll last.” The classrooms and the walls were beige and barren, except for the occasional graffiti. Staff morale was low, to say the least. No one ate lunch together, or if they did, there was a toxic environment of complaining. This made my work there all the more challenging. It took me four months to get a work space, which ended up being a tiny janitor’s closet with chemicals and mops and such everywhere. It took me over a year to get a bathroom key. At my “challenging” high school site, I never did get an office space. Instead, I carried my purse, lunch, and testing materials all year long, each day hoping for a free space to spend a few hours. As pitiful as it sounds, my excitement overflowed one day when I found an empty elevator shaft that I could use as a testing space. I definitely got the shaft at that school (pun intended).

As for my third school, the “sweet” description proved to be apt. I arrived to an open door and a hanging banner that said “Welcome back staff!” Snacks were laid out, and busy staff chatted happily with one another. People introduced themselves right away, and I was given a full tour by the principal of the school, during which he explained all the programs he had nurtured to support students. Posters on the wall had positive messages, and the classrooms were cheerfully decorated. Staff ate lunch together and shared strategies for improving their teaching. I had my own little office that I would share with the special education teacher and speech pathologist. Best of all, the secretary immediately gave me a key that worked in every door at the school (including the staff bathroom!).

Strategies for making yourself feel at home at a new school will differ depending on the school site. However, the universal first step toward a successful school year will always be to begin the slow process of building rapport. Just as you do not expect a child to cooperate with testing until you have developed some rapport with him or her, you should not expect to achieve collaborative relationships with staff without first making an effort to earn their trust. Making relationship building a priority in the first few weeks of the school year allows you a golden opportunity to set the stage for collaboration when things get rough down the road.

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS WITH KEY STAFF MEMBERS

The most important part of getting acquainted with a new school site is building relationships. School psychologists who are assigned multiple school sites are in a dual role of being both an insider (because you are a part of the school staff) and an outsider (because you may not be there every day). Staff may perceive you as that person who breezes in and out to test kids on Tuesdays, or you may be seen as part of the core staff. The more that staff perceive you as an insider, the more success you will have in your role. People tend to be more cooperative and pleasant to work with when they know who you are and know what to expect of you. Building relationships early on in the school year will pay off down the road when you are asking a teacher to complete a survey, interrupting a class to remove a student for testing or counseling, or asking for support from an administrator. The first order of business is to get acquainted with key staff members in the building.

The School Secretary: Your New Best Friend

The best advice my mentor gave me during my first year in the schools was to make the school secretary my best friend. This person is on the front line of every interaction at the school. He or she is a rich source of valuable information and is often the best resource for getting your questions answered. My school secretary gave me a key to the bathroom, showed me where the cumulative folders were, gave me the inside scoop on the attendance issues of students I was testing, knew the families so well that she could get them to meetings when no one else could, and even let me practice my Spanish with her during the day, including teaching me important new words and phrases. For the majority of my school assignments, I have been blessed with great secretarial staff.

Unfortunately, you will also occasionally get a supergrumpy secretary who seems annoyed every time you ask for something. I had one secretary who always forgot my name and why I was there, even though I reintroduced myself almost every week. These are busy people who deal with tons of people coming in and out all day long, interrupting their work flow. Some secretaries love the interaction, and some have burnt out on the job. It is even more important to make an effort to get to know a disgruntled secretary before you start asking for any favors. Small gestures of appreciation, such as thank-you notes, cards on important days, and the simple act of acknowledging how busy he or she is and saying “thank you” go a long way toward establishing a positive environment in the school office. School psychologists often have great people skills; use them with your school secretary, and you will have a much more pleasant experience at your site.

The Principal: Captain of the Ship

Your relationship with the principal can make or break your experience working at a school site. Principals have a wide variety of leadership styles, visions for their school, interpersonal skills, and personalities. The principal is possibly both the busiest person at the school site and the one who gets the least recognition. She is the person who handles all the crises and complaints, but no one thinks to stop by her office simply to make the observation that things are going really well at the school. It is sometimes difficult to get a solid chunk of consultation time with the principal to introduce a dialogue about your role. However, such a conversation helps you start the year on the same page with her about how you will make the most of the time you have at her school.

Without a good working relationship with your principal, you could be asked to take on a role that is inconsistent with your expectations or experience. For example, at my first assignment at a middle school, the principal found out I used to teach hip-hop dance. For the entire school year, she was fixated on encouraging me to teach dance to a group of troubled students during their lunch period. Although this is something I would have loved to do, I was busy running from crisis to crisis and consulting with teachers during lunch. Another principal sent me all the kids who were acting out so that I could “fix them up” and send them back to class. Another wanted me to sit in on all expulsion hearings and supervise the in-house suspension classroom because that is what the previous school psychologist had done. All of these duties were assigned to me in addition to an overwhelming testing caseload. Ongoing discussions with your principal about your roles and responsibilities will go a long way toward saving your sanity in situations like these.

One of the big challenges early in the school year is finding time to meet with your new principal to introduce yourself, get acquainted with his or her expectations, and define your role together. Some principals are fine with the “drop by and chat” approach, and others will want you to make an appointment for a block of time. Ask your secretary (your new best friend!) what the principal at your school prefers. Here are some key questions to ask your principal at your first meeting:


	How much time do we have to chat today? Is this a good time? [This shows respect for his or her busy schedule.]

	What was your experience with your previous school psychologist? How would you like my role to be similar or different? [This one is great, because you can get a sense of his or her expectations of you. Pay attention to nonverbal information being conveyed as well as what the principal tells you about your predecessor. This will clue you in to the quality of the relationship with the previous school psychologist.]

	What traits did you appreciate the most in him or her? What role did you find most helpful to you as a principal? What do you wish the previous psychologist had done differently?

	What roles would you like me to take on at the school? [At this point you can bring up your supervisor’s expectations of your role and discuss how to best allocate your time.]

	What is the best way to communicate with you? Notes? E-mail? Calls? “Stop and chats”? A formal meeting time?

	Are there any students currently on your radar who you perceive to be in need of immediate attention? [This shows you are ready to collaborate around the needs of the principal and possibly serve the most at-risk students right away.]

	What is the process for special education referrals at the school site? Referrals for counseling or special services?

	What days would be most helpful for me to be here at this site? Will there be space available on those days? [Often, principals prefer for you to be on-site on days when they have special meetings or on days when other support staff are not on-site, so that there isn’t conflict over office space. You may or may not be able to accommodate the principal’s preferences, but it shows good faith that you will make an effort to do so.]

	Is there anything else I should know about this school site that you think will be helpful for me in working with staff, parents, or students?



You may not be able to get through all of these questions with your principal in the first meeting, especially in the first few weeks of school. One of the best lessons I have learned about the first few weeks and months of school is to be comfortable with ambiguity. Each time you meet with your principal, you can further clarify your role. Even after many years at the same school, my role continues to evolve each year. Needs change at a school site, and your role will not be static.

Counselors and Other Support Staff

Depending on the type of school you are working in, there are a variety of support staff with whom you will regularly interact. There may be counselors, intervention specialists, outside mental health professionals, speech pathologists, occupational therapists, parent liaisons, and in-house mental health professionals to get to know. Use the time before students arrive to learn about the duties and roles of the various support staff. Conduct informational interviews about their roles and take notes! You may be able to combine efforts with some of them or cross duties off your list that they are already completing.

Special Educators

If your role is primarily assessment at your school site, you will definitely be getting acquainted with your special education teachers right away. You may have anywhere from one teacher to a whole group of them to get to know, depending on your school site. If there are multiple special education teachers at your site, start with the department head or lead teacher, if there is one. The most important thing you can do early on in the school year is define your role, clarify your expectations and procedures with each other, and set a plan for the school year. Chapter Six provides details on how to set a course for the year to keep up with assessment timelines.

I have found that the more helpful you are to your special education teachers early in the year, the better collaboration you will have throughout the year. For example, I often spend a good amount of time helping special education teachers set up their classrooms. This gives you an opportunity to get to know the teacher as a person, get a sense of her teaching philosophy, and learn how she delivers services to the students. The side benefit of doing some grunt work (for example, moving desks around, helping put up new bulletin boards, throwing away junk that was left over from the previous year or summer) is that your special education teacher will see you as a hands-on kind of school psychologist, rather than as an outside person who breezes in and out of meetings. This goes a long way toward building rapport with your special education team.

Reviewing the teacher’s caseload (for example, IEP documents, previous psychoeducational reports) together provides another opportunity to get to know special education staff. You can sit down together and review a yearly calendar, as these teachers often have a list of when their students are due for annual IEP meetings and triennial assessments. In smaller schools, I often work with the special educator to create a “cheat sheet” of key information about each student to distribute to the general education teachers (see Form 2.1). Let’s face it—general education teachers are unlikely to have the time or access to read every kid’s IEP and psychoeducational report. A “snapshot” of the kids that outlines their learning strengths and weaknesses, goals, and supports is an incredibly useful tool for a busy teacher. The general education teachers appreciate the “heads up,” and the special education teachers appreciate that you are getting to know the students. You will want to ensure that the general education staff know that this cheat sheet is a confidential document, so that they protect the student’s private information.


FORM 2.1

CONFIDENTIAL IEP SUMMARY


Student:_______________________ Language(s) of Student:___________________

Grade/Teacher(s):________________________________________________________

Exceptionality Category (e.g., SLD, ED):____________________________________

Special Education Services:________________________________________________

Parent(s)’ Name(s):____________________ Language of Parent(s):_______________

Parent(s)’ Contact Information:____________________________________________

Learning Strengths:______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Learning Areas of Need:__________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Key Accommodations and Modifications:___________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________




	Summary of Goal
	Present Levels
	Notes About Supporting Student





	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	 





Case Manager’s Contact Information:______________________________________

School Psychologist’s Contact Information:_________________________________





General Education Teachers

Depending on the size of the school you have, you may find it’s not possible to meet all the general education teachers in the weeks before school starts. However, it is extraordinarily important to establish yourself as a member of the school team in any way you can. In the first few weeks of school, I often offer classroom support in many different forms. In my elementary schools, I like to spend the first day of school with the kindergarten classes, consoling the criers (parents and kids!) and helping the little ones adjust to their new rooms and routines. In the days that follow, I circulate to every classroom at least once and offer to help. Often the teachers are doing fun “getting-to-know-you” activities that you can join or observe. You can also start informally observing the students and teachers and the dynamics among them.

Some teachers are more comfortable than others with having visitors in the first few weeks of school. New teachers may be nervous to have you in there, and fearful that you are judging them. I usually get to the class a few minutes before it starts or at a natural break time, and ask if it is okay to observe the students and help out. Keeping the focus on the students is the key to lowering anxiety. I have yet to have a teacher turn me down; they will probably just want to know your purpose in being there. Establishing that you are someone who will be spending time in the classroom also sets the stage for being an “insider” in the school, and teachers will feel more comfortable when you have to go in there to observe a student later on in the year. An added bonus is that the students too get to know you and will feel more comfortable in accessing you or working with you later on in the school year.

The Custodian

Like the school secretary, the custodian at your site is also a really helpful person to know. I have had dead rats, mice, and other disasters in my office. You will want to know the person who can help you clean that up! Also, the custodian has keys to everything. In the beginning, you might not have keys to anything. Trust me—it is worthwhile to get to know the custodian. The custodian also might have relationships with the students and, at times, can share interesting and important information that will help you learn more about the students you work with.

BEGINNING-OF-SCHOOL LOGISTICS

The beginning of school can be an exciting time. Most school psychologists report to work a week or two early, just like the teachers and administrators. This is the perfect time to build relationships and navigate logistical concerns, such as finding a work space and securing needed materials. If your district allows you to visit your school sites before school starts, take advantage of this! I have often participated in the school sites’ professional development activities. They offer great opportunities to bond with staff. These professional development days often include icebreakers and getting-to-know-you activities. There may also be strategic planning; you may be able to participate in that planning, or at least observe as a way to become familiar with your school’s overarching plans and goals for the year.

If you are doing your own “in-house” professional development activities in your school psychology department, you may not have this opportunity to join your school sites in theirs. In this case, you can visit your schools after you are done with your staff development. Chances are, teachers and staff are still there, setting up their rooms and preparing for their students.

What to Do in the First Few Days and Weeks of School

The first order of business is often locating your schools and trying to work out a schedule if you have multiple school sites. Although it is important to create and share your school schedule at the beginning of the year, don’t get too attached to it. It is likely to change several times throughout the year! I remember one year when I crafted the perfect schedule, and two weeks into the school year, I was reassigned to an entirely different school and had to start over again. Again, did I mention that key traits for being a successful school psychologist are to be comfortable with ambiguity and to be flexible? After you have set a tentative schedule, you will need to scout out a confidential work space, obtain needed materials, and continue to engage in relationship-building activities along the way.

Managing Multiple Sites

As much as possible, you want to establish a regular schedule at multiple sites. That way, people will know when to expect you and when you are not available, and hunting for office space will take up less of your morning routine. For school psychologists with many school sites, it may not be possible to establish a regular routine. Hey, maybe you thrive in chaos and like it that way! Personally, I like to plan ahead, and having a regular schedule helps me do that. Here are some practical considerations when planning how to divide your time among sites:


	Start with learning the schedules of other district personnel with whom you will work. These are the people with whom you will need to meet on a regular basis. These could be special education teachers, educational diagnosticians, RtI coordinators, school counselors, school social workers, and so on. You will want to be at the school on the same day or days as these folks if at all possible, to ease the scheduling of IEP meetings.

	What days do your schools have important meetings, such as leadership team meetings, support staff meetings, and student support meetings?

	When is there office space available at your site?

	If you have to split one day between two or more schools, which of them are in close proximity to each other?

	If you job-share with another school psychologist, what days does he or she plan to be on-site?

	Does your principal have a preference for which day you are on-site?

	Is your schedule balanced so that you have mornings at each of your school sites? Often kids work better for testing in the morning, so you want to have at least one morning a week at each school if possible.

	If you have a placement that allots you half a day per week at one school, you can either go to the school one morning or afternoon a week, or alternate full days every other week. (For example, you go to the school for the whole day every other Wednesday.)

	If you are working in an urban area, what days are marked for street sweeping? You don’t want to have to hunt for parking or have to move your car to avoid getting a ticket.



Once you have answered these questions, you can make a visual schedule to distribute to your principals and special education case managers at your site. Exhibit 2.1 is a sample multiple-site work schedule, followed by a blank schedule (Form 2.2) for you to fill out for your own sites.


EXHIBIT 2.1. SAMPLE MULTIPLE-SITE WORK SCHEDULE

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST SCHEDULE

Rebecca Branstetter, School Psychologist

Voicemail: XXX-XXX-XXXX

E-mail: rbranstetter@districtemail.com

Greetings from your school psychologist! The following is my schedule for the school year 20XX–20XX. I will make every effort to be on-site on the appointed days. However, there are sometimes unavoidable scheduling conflicts, and I may need to make some minor changes throughout the year. I will notify each site if there is a schedule change. Feel free to e-mail me or call my district voicemail if you need immediate assistance on a day I am not on-site. Thanks! Rebecca

[image: image]




FORM 2.2

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST SCHEDULE


______________________, School Psychologist

Phone/Voicemail:_________________________

E-mail:__________________________________



Greetings from your school psychologist! The following is my schedule for this school year. I will make every effort to be on site on the appointed days. However, there are sometimes unavoidable schedule conflicts, and I may need to make some minor changes throughout the year. I will notify each site if there is a schedule change. Feel free to e-mail me or call my district voicemail if you need immediate assistance on a day I am not on-site. Thanks! ________________________

[image: image]



One final note about managing multiple sites: you will need to think about your organization system for keeping track of student files. If you don’t have a system, you will end up dragging all the student files to each of your sites unnecessarily. I recommend color coding your student folders by school site (for example, elementary school students in yellow, middle school students in red, high school students in blue). That way, each morning, if you are off to your middle school, you can just grab all your red folders and know you won’t be at your middle school cursing yourself for forgetting a student’s folder you needed. Another quick tip about paperwork at multiple sites: have a folder (maybe a small accordion folder) of all the forms you frequently use, and bring it with you or keep it in your car. That way, if you need to whip out a developmental history form, you will have it handy. I would also recommend using a yellow highlighter to indicate which is your last form. Just write “last copy” in yellow highlighter on the last form. Yellow highlighter does not show when you photocopy it (other colors do!), so you will never inadvertently use up that last form and be stuck without one when you need it on the spot.

Finding a Work Space at Your School Site

One of the most frustrating and challenging aspects of having a new school site can be finding a confidential space, which may involve sharing space with other support staff members. If you are one of the lucky few who have their own designated space, count your blessings! If you arrive at your site and your principal muses, “Hmmm . . . where are we going to put you?” prepare for some creative problem solving in finding a place to work! Many old school buildings do not have a lot of private spaces. I have worked with students in janitors’ closets, supply closets, cafeterias, teachers’ lounges, libraries, courtyards, art rooms, hallways, bathrooms (gross), and yes, as I mentioned earlier, even an elevator shaft.

Finding a space can be a tricky business, and you may have to use your very best negotiating skills. Ask your principal these questions to get you started in locating your space:


	Where did your previous school psychologist work with students?

	Where do other support staff members work with students, and are there days that they are not on-site?

	Which room do you think would be best for ensuring confidentiality and getting accurate results in testing? [Now is a good time to explain that kids won’t open up to you if there are others in the room, and that your results on auditory processing tasks can be inaccurate if testing is done in a noisy environment.]

	How have you solved the issue of limited space in the past?



If all else fails, consult with your supervisor about not having a designated work space. At one site where I had found no space after multiple attempts, one of my supervisors needed to meet with the principal. She said the things I couldn’t say, like “We are pulling your school psychologist until you find her a space. Let us know when you find one.” I hated bringing in the “big guns,” but I hated lugging forty pounds of materials around all day and wasting all my time getting evicted over and over even more.

Getting Needed Materials

If you have finally scored a private space, congratulations! The next step is to gather all the materials you will need to do your job efficiently. Let’s hope you will be working in a school district that has ample resources for all your needs! However, the odds are that at some point in your career, you will have to do some scrounging around for supplies, a working printer, paper, pencils and pens, keys, business cards, and locked cabinets for confidential files.

Remember your BFF, the secretary? He or she is a great person to start with for getting keys. Sometimes the previous school psychologist just hands over his or her keys to you; sometimes there are no spare keys, and they have to be ordered for you. At one school, I had to borrow the secretary’s keys every morning to unlock my space and then go back at the end of the day to lock up. I have also been at sites where I never did get a key and had to ask the custodian (my other BFF!) to unlock a door or two to get to where I needed to be.

Become a detective at your site. Ask where other staff members print their work. Bring a memory stick (flash drive) with you so that you can easily transport your files to a working computer or printer. Find out from your secretary how people get paper and folders and other such supplies. The secretary and custodian often know of secret closets full of materials such as extension cords, old filing cabinets, and other goodies. Many schools also have a form to fill out to request supplies.

In less resource-rich districts, be prepared to have to purchase some or all of your own supplies. In some situations, you may be given minimal supplies at the beginning of the year (for example, a few reams of paper) and are then expected to buy your own when you run out. In some districts, school psychologists are in the teachers’ union and therefore qualify for educator discounts and tax write-offs for supply purchases. For me, sometimes it is just easier to buy a bunch of pencils than to spend time hunting them down every day. I also steal borrow pens from local businesses who have extras to spare, collect promotional pens at events, and grab a bunch of leftover pens and highlighters from conference attendees after a conference. I finally bought my own printer and ink for one of my schools so that I didn’t have to waste time hunting down a working printer. It was worth every penny. There are also Web sites now with very cheap or free business card printing services. The free ones sometimes print their Web site on the back, but I say that beats writing down your contact information on a sticky note every time you want to give it out. Finally, you might check out donorschoose.org, a nonprofit organization that accepts donations of money or supplies to educators who request materials for their students.

Other Considerations in the First Few Weeks

This is the stuff no one tells you in grad school. I know, this sounds silly, but I wish someone had been explicit with me about some of the little things to consider in the first few weeks. They may apply only in certain districts, but if you are in a large urban school district, they may be tips you’ll want to consider.

Wardrobe

Why didn’t anyone advise me on my wardrobe choices when I was working in an urban school district? It took only a few weeks of kids calling me a Norteño, Crip, Surreño, or Blood before I realized that red and blue were poor choices for my wardrobe given the location of my school and the neighborhood gang activity. Sure, they didn’t really think I was in a gang, but believe me, kids notice the colors you wear. Mostly, I eliminated red and blue from my wardrobe because I was tired of kids asking me why I got to wear gang colors and they didn’t, and getting teased about which gang I was representing that day.

As a young woman, I also eliminated most skirts and dresses, deep V-neck shirts, and any tight pants from my wardrobe within my first few years of working at the secondary level. I’m not saying I’m “all that” in the looks department, but I am saying that some clothing can invite unwanted comments. I’ll save the comments I’ve gotten when wearing a skirt for my memoir. This book rated PG-13!

The Neighborhood

I was supernaïve about the dangers of the neighborhood at some of my school sites when I first started. I was told that if I stayed late, I should have someone walk me to my car, and I didn’t really do that. Then a teacher was robbed at gunpoint outside my school, and I changed my mind. Play it safe, people; don’t let your Dangerous Minds complex get you into trouble.

Also, don’t leave anything visible in your car. Not an iPod cable, not a single file, nothing. In particular, never leave confidential materials or testing materials in your car. I know what you’re thinking! Your car is your mobile office, right? I used to have crates in the back of my car with all my test kits, protocols, play therapy materials, and so on. Then my car got stolen. It wasn’t fun to tell my supervisor that I needed thousands of dollars’ worth of test kits replaced. I do sometimes wonder if the thief put the materials to good use and assessed himself to find out if he had conduct disorder or impulsivity. I sought comfort in the thought of the thief giving himself a behavior rating scale, playing with the anger management game, and making a change for the better. Yeah, probably not. So just don’t keep anything in your car, if possible. If you have no other option, keep items in the trunk, but no matter what, don’t ever put confidential folders in your car, as they are irreplaceable.

ONCE YOU ARE SETTLED IN: INTRODUCING YOURSELF

One of the other things that is not explicitly taught in grad school is how to introduce yourself to staff, parents, and students. I remember the first few times I tried to introduce myself as the school psychologist: I was uncomfortable and unversed in describing my complex role. In part that was due to my not really knowing the full scope of my role, but it would have been nice to have some ideas about how to introduce myself to the school community.

Introducing Yourself to Staff

Ideally, in the first few weeks before the kids arrived or in the first few weeks of school, you have had a chance to make your rounds to get to know the staff. There are some situations where there are too many staff members to meet personally in those first weeks of school. This is often the case at large middle and high schools. In these cases, and even if you have personally met the staff, I suggest that you introduce yourself in writing to the staff so that they are at least familiar with your name and your role.

Exhibit 2.2 is a sample letter you might write to your staff. Some school psychologists are superfancy and create their own Web site for staff and parents. Someday, when I have the free time, I will learn how to do that! In the meantime, here is one possible way to introduce yourself to staff the old-fashioned way. You can also transfer the content of the letter to a welcome page on your school’s Web site if you’re more technologically savvy than I am.


EXHIBIT 2.2. SAMPLE LETTER TO STAFF

Rebecca Branstetter

School Psychologist, Happy Unified School District

Voicemail: XXX-XXX-XXXX

E-mail: rbranstetter@districtemail.com

Dear Happy High School Teachers and Staff,

Hello from your school psychologist! I’m excited to be working with the Happy High School staff this year. I am new to the school district and look forward to collaborating with you all to help support the students of Happy High School academically and with their social-emotional needs. I work with general education students doing prevention and intervention activities, as well as with students receiving special education services. In this role, I collaborate frequently with teachers about how to support struggling students.

I am on site at Happy High School Tuesday mornings (8–12) and all day on Thursdays. My office is in Room 101, next to the counselor’s office on the 1st floor. My phone extension is 1234. If I don’t answer, you can leave me a voicemail at XXX-XXX-XXXX, which I check frequently. You are also welcome to send me an e-mail at rbranstetter@districtemail.com.

The following information may be useful for your questions about special education assessments and behavioral/learning difficulties for a particular student:

If you have concerns about a student’s learning, behavioral, or emotional needs, please bring it to the attention of your grade-level colleagues in your grade-level meetings to consult about interventions that other teachers may be using with success. The grade-level team is also welcome to make a referral to the SAP (Student Assistance Program) team, which meets weekly to discuss referrals. Referral forms are available in the counseling office.

If you receive a parent request for special education evaluation, please forward the information to the respective grade-level counselor. He or she will then follow up on scheduling a Student Success Team meeting to address the parent’s concern and will forward the referral to the appropriate case manager.

If you have any questions or concerns about a particular student, feel free to find me on Tuesday mornings or on Thursdays. You may also leave a confidential voicemail or e-mail about your concerns and set up a consultation meeting.

I look forward to getting to know each of you and your students!

Sincerely,

Rebecca Branstetter



Your letter will likely vary from the sample depending on your role and referral procedures. It is a good idea to run a draft of your letter by your principal, key support staff members, and case managers to ensure that you have accurately described how teachers and staff access your services. At some school sites, everything is filtered through a support staff team meeting; in other schools, people will contact you directly.

You also want to consider what contact information to give out. Some school psychologists are okay with distributing their personal e-mail address and cell phone number to all staff, others do so only to select staff, and others have strong boundaries about work and personal contact information. What information you give out may be contingent on your district’s resources. In one district where I worked, we didn’t have access to voicemail, and people were supposed to leave messages at the district office; we then had to drive there to collect them! I ended up having to give out my cell phone number, or my messages would be weeks old. You can also research if your cell phone company gives discounts to educators, to offset the cost of using your cell phone for work.

In terms of work and personal contact information boundaries, I fall somewhere in the middle. For general staff, I give out only my district e-mail and phone numbers, and then key people, like the principal and special education staff, get my cell phone number. I ask those individuals to whom I give my cell phone number not to distribute it to others without my permission. Trust me—if a few anxious staff members have your personal contact information, you just might get a call at eight on a Saturday morning or at nine at night asking you to consult.

Introducing Yourself to Families and Students

When I first started out, I often gave shoddy “elevator pitches” to parents and students about who I was and what I did. You will need to develop your “introduction to families and students” speech early on in your career. I often say, “I’m the school psychologist, and I work with students who need additional support at school” or something vague to start. Some families are scared off by the word “psychologist” and conjure up images of you taking their kid to a room where the child lies on a couch and talks about his or her parents. After I say “I am the school psychologist,” I tend with parents to emphasize the school and learning part of my job by saying things like, “My job is to figure out how kids learn best and see what is helping them and what is getting in the way of their learning.”

With students, I find that the “I work with kids to see how they learn best and help them become better students” line works pretty well. Older kids will ask follow-up questions like “So, you do therapy with kids?” or “Aren’t you the lady who puts people in special education?” I respond with the truth, because older kids know better anyway. I tell them that “therapy” in the school is basically learning how to be better students and make school more enjoyable or easier for them, or learning how to cope with everyday issues that come up for all teenagers.

The term special education is often seen as a stigma, so I frame it by saying something like “I work with students in general education as well as students receiving special education supports. Usually, in middle and high school, special education is for students needing extra academic support, which they get in Ms. Jenkins’s class [resource room teacher’s name]. She helps them learn study skills and ways to make school easier and more enjoyable.”

PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER

Getting situated in a new district or new school site can be an exciting and challenging experience. Although most of us got into this profession to work with students, the fact is that much of our job is building working relationships with adults—teachers, parents, administrators, and other support staff members. The first few weeks of school are a time of great opportunity to set the stage for a successful school year.

School psychologists understand the power of a positive relationship and are well equipped to build these relationships early on. It is important to avoid getting so wrapped up in your beginning-of-year to-do list that you skip the step of making personal connections with the adults in the building.

In addition to joining school activities, introducing yourself, and negotiating your role, you are also faced with logistical challenges at the beginning of the year. Finding a private work space and needed materials, working out your schedule at multiple sites, and communicating your role to others are important tasks that you can do in the context of building relationships and becoming familiar with your schools’ unique cultures.


Key Points


	As noted in Chapter One, your roles will vary depending on your school site. Understand that initially, the previous school psychologist’s roles might determine the expectations for your activities at that site.

	Key staff members with whom to build relationships are the principal, secretary, support staff, special education teachers, general education teachers, and custodial staff.

	Spend the first few weeks conducting informational interviews with each of these key staff members so that you can better understand their roles and how your job will interface with theirs.

	Finding a private work space can be challenging. Ask the previous school psychologist and the current principal where in the building there may be space for you. Negotiate with other support staff: find out which days and times a space may be available, and coordinate schedules with them.

	If you are assigned multiple school sites, consider creating a consistent schedule and disseminating it to your school staff so that people will know how to reach you each day. Things to consider when making your schedule include when space is available, when important meetings are scheduled, what days other support staff are on-site, and other factors, such as parking, morning versus afternoon needs, and whether you want to spend time at more than one school on the same day.

	Introducing yourself formally to your new school staff is important in defining your role and making your presence known at your new school. Be sure to run a draft of your formal letter of introduction by key school staff to ensure that you are accurately representing your role and describing proper referral procedures for working with students.

	Practice your “elevator speech” about what a school psychologist does and get comfortable with describing your role to parents, teachers, and students of different ages.

	Building relationships and defining your role are ongoing processes. Much of the groundwork can be laid down in the first few weeks of school, but recognize that schools are dynamic, changing systems that require adaptability and constant effort to ensure positive working relationships with others.





DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


1. Imagine you just received your school placements from your supervisor. What do you see as your first order of business in getting acquainted with your new schools and staff members?

2. The beginning of the year is often a time of ambiguity and uncertainty. How do you plan to navigate the logistical and relationship-building tasks in your first few weeks?

3. What concerns do you have about relationship building with staff members? What ideas do you have for overcoming these concerns?

4. What are three to five specific tasks that you think are most important for building relationships at a new school site?

5. What is your “elevator speech” about your role at your new school site? Does it vary by who is asking what a school psychologist does?








End of sample
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