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New York Association of School Psychologists 

Comments on the Model Act for State Licensure of Psychologists: 

American Psychological Association Proposal 3/5/09 

The New York Association of School Psychologists (NYASP) is the statewide association representing the 4500 school psychologists practicing in New York State.  In September 2007, NYASP offered comments regarding the American Psychological Association’s (APA) Model Licensure Act (MLA), which reflected our concerns related to the impact of the removal of the practice exemption for nondoctoral psychologists.  We detailed the adverse consequences of removing highly qualified professionals from the school setting, which would diminish services for children and provide opportunities for lesser qualified professionals to fill this gap. Further, we detailed the lack of doctoral level psychologists to meet the needs of schools should the exemption for nondoctoral practice be eliminated. We are deeply concerned that the American Psychological Association’s 2009 Proposed Model Act for State Licensure of Psychologists again contains provisions for removal of the exemption, and would, if adopted as proposed, result in restrictions of school psychological services to many children in New York.  

The primary objection of the APA to the current exemption is that it allows for the practice of psychology in exempt settings (defined in New York as chartered public and private schools, institutions of higher education, and federal, state, and local government agencies) by practitioners who are trained at the Master’s level or higher, but have not earned the doctoral degree required by current licensure laws.  While the practice of psychology is defined and protected in the MLA, the proposed removal of the exemption eliminates not only the title of school psychologist, but also eliminates the opportunity to provide school psychological services by this largely nondoctoral profession. If the licensure exemption were to be eliminated, school psychologists would no longer be able to provide the psychological services that are defined in the practice act; services for which they are specifically trained to provide within school settings.   
The commentary offered by NYASP in September of 2007 opposing the proposed MLA detailed the current lack of doctoral level school psychologists, the high level of qualification and training of certified school psychologists, and the needs of New York’s children for their services.  Rather than reiterate our concerns expressed in the previous comments, NYASP believes that the APA should consider the following ramifications of this flawed proposal. 

Economic Impact of the Proposed MLA on New York
According to the most recent data available (BEDS, 2008), there are 3459 certified school psychologists working within the public school systems of New York.  Of these practicing school psychologists, 2519 (73%) are nondoctoral, while 940 (27%) are doctoral level.  Therefore, if the flawed MLA was enacted, nearly three quarters of the school psychology workforce in NY would not be permitted to provide professional services in the schools and would be unemployable.

While similar data is not available regarding nondoctoral psychologists who are employed in other settings within NY, it is estimated that there are another 1000 who work at the preschool level or within state-level agencies (e.g. Office of Children and Family Services, Office of Mental Health).  Based on the proportions of graduates of doctoral and nondoctoral training programs in New York, a similar distribution of doctoral vs. nondoctoral practice is likely  to exist in theses settings.  Once again, the vast majority of these psychologists would be prohibited from engaging in their professional practice.

Salary data samples were collected from districts throughout New York State.  The average starting salary for masters-level school psychologists is $53,202.  The average starting salary for doctoral-level school psychologists is $61,738.  Should all of the 3459 certified school psychologists currently working in the public schools be required to be doctoral-level, this would add $21.5 million in starting salaries alone to school budgets.  After ten years, this increase in salary would jump to $32.25 million.  These figures do not include the additional stipend that doctoral level employees often receive, which averages around $1000 per year.

At the state agency level, Psychologists 1, which require a minimum of a masters degree, currently have a starting salary of $55,849.  Associate Psychologists, which require doctoral degree as the entry level, start at a salary of $63,822.  This represents an increase in all starting salaries for psychologists working in the state civil service system of $7973 per employee.

While NY is privileged to have the most school psychology training programs in the United States, close to 60% of the training programs are for nondoctoral school psychologists.  Another 25% have dual doctoral and nondoctoral programs, with the remaining programs offering doctoral training only.  Therefore, 85% of the school psychology training programs would need to convert to full doctoral level programs.  Not all institutions of higher education are eligible to offer doctoral programs, and if required to conform to the APA MLA, some would be forced to close their current programs. In addition, the cost of doctoral programs becomes prohibitive for some institutions.  Doctoral training programs are more expensive to operate, due to the high faculty:student ratio needed to complete dissertation research.  One training program in NY recently conducted a cost analysis of converting their nondoctoral program to doctoral level.  They concluded that the additional cost of the doctoral program would actually cause them to lose money.  They would need to keep their nondoctoral program open just to fund the doctoral program.

Legislative Impact of the MLA
School psychologists are currently certified to work in the schools by the State Education Department – Office of Teaching.  To become certified, school psychologists must have earned a master’s degree, with 60 graduate credits and a year long internship in the schools.  These certification requirements represent a higher level of training and experience standards than all other nondoctoral licensed mental health professionals in NY (social worker, mental health counselor, creative arts therapist, marriage and family therapist, and psychoanalyst).  School psychologists, school psychology, and school psychological are referenced in New York State Law 10 times.  School psychologists are cited on 13 separate occasions within the Regulations of the Commissioner of Education, which govern special education services in NY.  School Psychologists are identified for vital roles, such as mandated members of the district special education committee, which identifies and recommends special education services for children with social, emotional, physical, and academic needs.

An adoption of the flawed APA MLA would not only necessitate a legislative change in NYS licensure laws for psychologists, but would also require extensive changes in education laws and regulations, as well as credentialing procedures within the State Education Department.  In addition, any school district or state agency that employed a nondoctoral psychologist would immediately be out of compliance.

Research Basis to Oppose the Removal of the Exemption
The APA has a long-standing belief that the doctoral degree is the prerequisite for entry level into the field of psychology.  This belief is based upon an assertion of a qualitative difference in competence levels between the doctoral and master’s level.  While the doctoral degree certainly represents a higher level of training, research data does not support the “value added” premise for practice in the schools proposed by the APA.  

Competence Levels –

In 1982, the APA’s own Task Force on Education concluded that “despite traditional beliefs that professional competence is related to clinician’s training and experience, there was relatively little empirical evidence to support this assertion.”   Stein and Lambert’s (1995) meta-analytic study of therapy outcome studies found few significant relationships between level of training and outcome.  In 2000, Lichtenberg and McPherson presented a paper at the APA’s Annual Convention entitled, “Doctoral Training in Counseling Psychology: Evidence for Value Added?”  They found that numerous studies conclude that the empirical data suggests that mental health professional’s accuracy of judgment does not increase with increasing experience.  Lichenberg and McPherson close with “although we want to hold dearly to the belief that doctoral level psychologists are superior to our master’s graduates in most respects, the evidence just does not support this conclusion” (p 11).

Protection of Public –

The APA proposes that doctoral level will “protect the public” against less competent psychologists.  However, the Association of State and Provincial Psychology Boards, which represents psychology credentialing boards, created a task force to study masters credentialing in psychology.  The task force concluded that Doctoral level psychologists may be at higher risk for disciplinary complaints because they:

1. provide a greater range of services,

2. are perceived to have “deeper pockets,” with access to liability insurance, and

3. masters-level psychologists tend to have greater supervision of work.

Doctoral vs. Specialists Level Training –

Research on qualitative differences between doctoral and specialist level graduate training programs in school psychology indicates that curriculum and training experiences overlap in the core areas that represent school psychological practice in a school setting (Brown and Minke, 1986; Reschly and McMaster-Beyer, 1991).
Doctoral Level only Training Presents Blockades to Advancement of Minorities into the Field –

In recent years disquieting trends dominate at the higher levels of training in psychology. Promising trends include a rise in the percentage of minority psychology students receiving the bachelor's degree and a rise to more than 20% receiving the master's degree. Troubling trends include the stalling of growth in minority doctoral degree receipt since 1999 and the lack of growth in the percentage of African American and Hispanic/Latino students entering PhD departments (Maton, Kohout, Wicherski, 2006).  The doctoral degree is more expensive for graduate students, due to the increased length of the training programs.  Therefore moving to a doctoral only profession could be predicted to exacerbate the degree to which minority and financially disadvantaged groups are under-represented as practitioners ready and able to work with the increasingly culturally and ethnically diverse school population. 
During these difficult economic times, when budgets are tight and unemployment is on the rise, the APA needs to recognize the ramifications of this flawed proposal.  To remove the exemption that allows nondoctoral psychologists to work in the schools and other agencies would be devastating on many levels to NY. We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Model Licensure Act, and urge the Education Directorate to retain the exemption for practice of psychology by qualified nondoctoral practitioners in school and other related government agencies. 
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