
InSight 

CALENDAR OF KEY EVENTS 

Given the COVID-19 
circumstances, the events 
below continue to evolve. 
Please check respective 
conference host websites for 
current information on 
potential cancellations, 
rescheduling, or remote access. 
 

• June 1, 2020—Deadline for 
Proposals for Fall ASPP / PSU 
Conference presentations 

• June 16, 2020 - PSEA/ASPP 
Advocacy Day 

• June 17-20, 2020—PPA 2020 
Convention, Lancaster, PA—
Postponed  

• July 20-22, 2020—NASP 
Public Policy Institute— 
Cancelled 

• July 27-29, 2020—NASP 
Summer Conference, 
Cincinnati, Ohio—Cancelled  

• August 1, 2020—Fall InSight 
submission  deadline 

• August 4-5, 2020 - PSEA-DPS 
Annual Conference, Nittany 
Lion Inn, State College 

• November 4-5, 2020—ASPP / 
PSU Fall Conference, 
Ramada Inn, State College 

 
If you would like for your Key 
Event to be considered for 
future issues of InSight, please 
send information to 
trunge@iup.edu.  

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE: DAVID LILLENSTEIN 

 During my many years working as a school psychologist, I 
have found myself uttering one statement more than any other – 
“You can’t make this up.” How true is that now? Who would have 
ever thought we would experience such a global tragedy as the 
COVID-19 pandemic? Although this is a challenging time for 
many of us emotionally and financially, it also creates for us 
opportunities to reflect on what is important in life and in our 
work.  
 

Regarding our work, the school closure has forced many of 
us to reflect on our role and function. Some of us, most likely 
those with a diverse role, are more easily transitioning into the 
opportunities that remote learning is presenting, while others are 
struggling, possibly due to role restriction. For those colleagues 
who are struggling with the school closure, please reach out to 
ASPP for assistance. We need to know how we can help. Do we 
need to provide more professional development on role 
diversification? Should we provide webinars on the role of a 
school psychologist during school closures? Would it be helpful to 
provide assistance to members and districts on how to diversify 
the role of the school psychologist? Do we need to provide a 
shoulder for emotional support? Please let us know. We are here 
for you. You are not alone. Together, we can do this. 
 

Be Visible…. Tuum Est, 
  

David J. Lillenstein, D.Ed., NCSP 
President 
 

David Lillenstein, D.Ed., NCSP is President of ASPP and serves as 
conference co-chair. He is employed as a school psychologist with 
the Derry Township School District and is an expert in 
implementation of multi-tiered systems of support.  
 
 

Editors Note: Blue font throughout this issue represents active links 
which additional information can be located. 
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Self-Care for School Psychologists 
 

Jessica Dirsmith and Angela Fidazzo 
The Duquesne University 
 

What is Self-Care? 
 

Self-care, a multi-faceted concept, 
encompasses a balanced approach to maintaining 
physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, social, and 
occupational health and wellness. Utilizing self-
care and related healthy habits and coping 
strategies can benefit individuals when faced with 
everyday challenges as well as more significant 
stressors. Coronavirus has proven to be a 
significant stressor on many individuals, families, 
and helping professionals. The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC; 2020) 
outlined how stress may manifest during an 
infectious disease outbreak, including fear and 
worry about one’s own health and the health of 
loved ones, changes in sleep or eating patterns, 
difficulty sleeping or concentrating, worsening of 
chronic health problems, worsening of mental 
health conditions, and increased substance use. 
They suggest that utilizing proper coping 
strategies may aid in reducing stress and building 
stronger people and communities. Therefore, 
during this time of crisis and uncertainty, it is 
important to remember to take time to practice 
proper self-care strategies. School psychologists 
have the unique stressor of caring for their own 
mental health as well as the mental health of their 
students or clients. It is well established that 
helping professionals, including school 
psychologists, are at risk for compassion fatigue 
(Figley, 2002) and are at a greater risk of 
depression, emotional exhaustion, and anxiety 
(Radeke & Mahoney, 2000; Shapiro, Brown, & 
Biegel, 2007). Such mental health factors are only 
heightened during this time. Therefore, 
establishing these healthy habits during the 
Coronavirus pandemic may help in combating 
feelings of anxiousness, depression, and other 
mental health factors that helping professionals 
are undoubtedly experiencing.  

 
Approaching self-care as a multi-faceted 

concept-balanced approach to prevention may be 
particularly beneficial. Establishing healthy 
routines is critical to prevent career-related stress 
and can assist with the development of healthy 
coping strategies during this stressful time. These 
routines can assist school psychologists in 
establishing and maintaining balance across their 
lives. Mental and psychological self-care strategies 
include fostering creative thinking and exploring 
intellectual curiosity. Emotional wellness self-care 
includes identifying emotions, expressing 
emotions in a healthy way, and self-reflection/self
-awareness. Taking care of one’s physical health 
can include establishing healthy nutrition, 
exercise, and sleep habits. Occupational wellness 
can occur through establishing sound 
organizational strategies including time 
management skills. Spiritual wellness can 
encompass religious practices, connecting with 
nature, and meditation. Social wellness includes 
spending time with friends and family and 
establishing and maintaining relationships. To 
summarize, taking a balanced approach to self-
care can be beneficial for both prevention and 
wellness, managing and reducing stress when it 
arises, and achieving equilibrium across the 
various roles for early career school psychologists.  
 

Self-Care Strategies for School 
Psychologists 

 

The National Association of School 
Psychologists (NASP) has many resources for 
school psychologists that promote healthy 
strategies for self-care as well as preventing 
burnout and encouraging a positive work-life 
balance. Please follow the link for quick access to 
research-based self-care strategies: https://
www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/
resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-
for-school-psychologists 
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https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
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https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
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Psychological Self-Care 
 

One aspect of self-care that is particularly 
important throughout the global pandemic 
encompasses maintaining positive psychological 
health. It is the duty of school psychologists, as 
outlined by the American Psychological 
Association’s Ethics Codes (2002), to be aware of 
how mental health can impact the work of a 
helping professional. School psychologists are 
expected to take proactive responsibility to be sure 
that they are maintaining healthy levels of 
psychological functioning so that they are more 
attuned to the needs of their clients; however, 
psychological functioning is complicated by the 
added stress that is coupled with the outbreak. In 
order to help manage the psychological stress that 
school psychologists are inevitably experiencing, it 
is important to consider the use of psychological 
self-care strategies. Some strategies may include 
seeking out psychological services from a fellow 
trained professional through telehealth services, 
reading for leisure rather than practice, and 
engaging in self-reflective practices. It is also 
important to engage in activities that foster creative 
thinking and evoke intellectual curiosity, such as a 
virtual tour of an art or science museum, writing in 
a journal to process through negative feelings, or 
using those art supplies around the house that may 
have been neglected. Taking time away from 
technology that is currently monopolizing peoples’ 
time at increasing rates and focusing on 
establishing creative hobbies are part of 
psychological self-care as well. Within the field of 
school psychology, it is easy to get caught up in 
taking on a vast amount of responsibilities that may 
seem daunting or unmanageable, especially with 
the transition to online services. One self-care 
strategy that may aid in balancing time better is 
saying no to extra responsibilities. It is also 
important to prioritize tasks and engage in time-
management strategies so that school psychologists 
are able to leave time to strive for a positive work-
life balance.  
 

Emotional Well-Being Strategies 
 

Another component of self-care is to engage 
in strategies that promote emotional well-being. 
During this time of separation and the emotional 
turmoil that is plaguing the world, emotional well-
being is as important as ever. Although much of 
school psychologists’ time continues to be occupied 
by work demands, it is necessary to spend quality 
time with those who are important to them and 
keep in contact with those who are close to them. 
Although this practice is complicated by social 
distancing practices, reaching out to friends and 
family through virtual means may keep 
communication open. Emails, letters, FaceTime, 
Zoom, Skype, and many other platforms are free 
and easy-to-use ways to maintain contact through 
this difficult time.  

 

Each day school psychologists emphasize 
the positive and profound impact that positive 
praise and affirmations can have on our students; 
however, how often do they provide themselves 
with positive praise? Part of emotional well-being 
involves taking time to be proud of their 
accomplishments and to let themselves know that, 
even if their workload may be high, they are doing 
their best with the current way of the world. 
Whenever you are feeling overwhelmed, it is 
important to express one’s emotions in healthy 
ways, such as allowing oneself to cry or engaging in 
positive coping strategies that allow for an 
individual to process their emotions in a 
manageable way. Taking a minute to breathe by 
inhaling and exhaling slowly can aid in de-
escalating intense emotions that one may be 
currently experiencing and promote positive 
emotional self-care.  
 

Physical Health 
 

Fostering positive physical self-care 
strategies is an important aspect of keeping oneself 
active and reducing overall stress levels. It also 
remains a safe way to get out of the house. In order 
to promote physical self-care, school psychologists 
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may consider establishing new daily routines that 
are consistent with their current lifestyles. In fact, 
Bolnick and Brock (2005) found that maintaining a 
normal routine was the most commonly reported 
self-care strategy by school psychologists. Maintain 
regular sleep patterns in a further aspect of 
physical self-care that should be prioritized. 
Coronavirus experts have stated that maintaining 
regular sleep patterns at this time is important in 
coping with stress and taking care of the body 
(CDC, 2020). Adults are expected to average 
between 6-8 hours of sleep per night. Adequate 
sleep helps promote alertness and concentration, 
which is an important part of a school 
psychologists’ work. It may also be beneficial to set 
mealtimes to be sure to eat breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner each day to maintain proper nutritional 
habits. It is also important to make time to engage 
in regular exercise practices, which may include 
taking a walk, going for a run, taking the family for 
a bike ride, or watching online fitness or yoga 
classes. There are many other physical activities 
that should be selected based upon one’s interests 
and feasibility. It is also necessary to seek out 
appropriate medical care, such as attending virtual 
annual check-ups from a primary care physician 
and getting treatment during sickness. Part of 
physical health involves taking time away from 
work, which may be accomplished by going for a 
hike or a drive to recharge.  
 

Occupational Self-Care 
 

School psychologists are busy individuals, 
which is why it is so important for them to engage 
in proper occupational self-care strategies. 
Typically, days are filled with Individualized 
Education Program meetings, evaluations, 
observations, counseling, and many other 
responsibilities. Although their days may look a 
little differently during the pandemic, their days 
are no less busy. However, it is important to be 
sure to schedule breaks throughout the workday, 
especially to make time for lunch. Attending online 
professional development workshops and 

maintaining continuing education credits as well 
as continuing to receive appropriate supervision 
through virtual means and engaging in proper 
consultative practices are all aspects of 
occupational self-care. Further occupational self-
care strategies include prioritizing tasks, setting 
boundaries with students and fellow colleagues, 
and taking on cases that are of interest to you. 
Working from home may prove difficult for school 
psychologists; however, keeping up to date with 
testing guidelines and telehealth services through 
the outbreak are helpful in maintaining 
occupational self-care. Fostering proper 
occupational self-care strategies may also aid in 
preventing burnout and improving job satisfaction. 
More strategies to avoid burnout and become a 
more resilient school psychologist can be found at 
the NASP website mentioned earlier in the article 
(https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-
publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-
health/self-care-for-school-psychologists).  
 

Spiritual Self-Care 
 

Spiritual self-care strategies are additional 
ways to reduce overall stress levels. Some spiritual 
self-care strategies include connecting with nature 
and engaging in meditative practices. Meditation 
may involve taking time to be alone in order to 
focus on personal thoughts and self-reflection. 
Mindfulness is another important aspect of 
maintaining spiritual self-care. Mindful practices 
may include doing a body scan, engaging in 
mindful seeing and listening, the five-senses 
exercise, or focusing on breathing. More 
mindfulness strategies as well as explanations of 
the aforementioned methods can be found at 
https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-
exercises-techniques-activities/. In order to 
connect with nature, one may consider taking a 
scenic hike, visiting waterfalls, keeping a vegetable, 
herbal, or floral garden, or taking walks and 
appreciating the beauty of the world. Part of 
spiritual self-care also encompasses fostering 
religious practices, keeping a gratitude journal, and 

https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-exercises-techniques-activities/
https://positivepsychology.com/mindfulness-exercises-techniques-activities/
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promoting optimistic thought. School 
psychologists may also consider taking yoga classes 
online, reading inspirational material, clearing 
their home work space, and engaging in practices 
that promote inner peace.  
 

Socialization and Self-Care 
 

Maintaining positive social relationships is 
a fun and engaging way for school psychologists to 
practice self-care strategies. School psychologists 
are aware of the importance of positive and 
reciprocal relationships and it is necessary to 
include such practices in their own lives. Taking 
time to engage with individuals outside of work 
allows for the promotion of a positive work-life 
balance. Although social practices may need to 
occur through different mediums, it is important to 
maintain socialization with friends and family. It 
may be beneficial to schedule time for a social 
routine, taking walks or hikes while phoning a 
friend, and enjoying a family or friendship dinner 
over a video call. School psychologists may also try 
to make time for virtual game nights and download 
phone apps to keep connected with others (e.g., 
Words with Friends, Houseparty, Scrabble, etc.). 
Practicing positive social interactions may also aid 
in fulfilling other self-care needs, such as engaging 
in social, physical, psychological, emotional, 
spiritual, or occupational self-care strategies.  
 

Barriers to Self-Care 
 

Although school psychologists are aware of 
the need for self-care and maintaining an 
appropriate work-life balance, it is not considered a 
priority for many individuals. There are many 
reasons that individuals, especially school 
psychologists, do not engage in self-care strategies. 
One major barrier that is reported by school 
psychologists is their lack of time to engage in self-
care practices. School psychologists have a full 
workload both in the office and in the home. 
Therefore, there is little time for them to focus on 
themselves and to maintain proper sleep habits. An 
additional barrier to self-care includes not having 

access to finances required to engage in favored self
-care strategies. Vacations are expensive, as are 
manicures, spa days, new clothes, and gym 
memberships, and these are currently not available 
means to practice self-care. Therefore, there may 
not be an adequate amount of resources for 
individuals to have access to preferred self-care 
techniques. School psychologists also tend to 
demonstrate an over-identification with their role 
and function, which means that they are constantly 
connected to a career that focuses on others rather 
than themselves. Therefore, self-care is not seen as 
a priority, with some even perceiving the practice 
as selfish, self-serving, or guilt inducing. Some 
school psychologists also hold the belief that their 
training makes them uniquely qualified to be 
immune from burnout and the need for self-care. 
They may also feel as though their colleagues may 
question their dedication to their work.  
 

Create SMART Goals! 
 

One solution to combat the barriers to self-
care that school psychologists experience is to 
create SMART goals, which may promote the 
establishment of positive self-care routines that 
become habitual over time. SMART goals are not 
only useful in the school environment. They refer 
to goals that are specific, measurable, attainable, 
relevant, and time-bound. The following example is 
a possible SMART goal for promoting physical self-
care:  
 

Specific (should be clear, concise, and lack 
ambiguity): I will walk for 30 minutes per day, 5 
times a week.  
 

Measurable (helps with tracking progress toward 
the goal): Keep track of the duration of the walk 
and log the time each day. If feasible, use 
pedometer technology to track the number of steps 
taken during each 30-minute walk in order to 
progress monitor your pace.  
 

Attainable (goals should be realistic): Start walking 
10-15 minutes per day and build up to 30 minutes. 



Relevant (make sure the goal aligns with your 
overall life plan): Walking 30 minutes each day will 
help improve physical self-care and promote a 
healthier lifestyle.  
 

Time-Bound (should have a target time attached to 
the goal): I will walk start walking 30 minutes 5 
times per week by the first day of school.  
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Youth Suicide Risk During COVID-19:  
How School Psychologists Can Help 
 

Terri A. Erbacher 
Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine and the 
Delaware County Intermediate Unit 
 
[Editorial note: Dr. Erbacher offered a number of 
hyperlinks within this article that serve as great resources 
to interested readers.] 
 

School psychologists are often on the 
frontlines of youth suicide prevention, 
intervention, and assessment. During this time of 
COVID-19, many psychologists are wondering how 
to best support the children and families with 
whom they work, at times fearing the worst for the 
most at-risk youth. 

 

There is cause for concern as periods of 

quarantine have both short and long-term 

effects on mental health (Brooks et al., 2020). 

Suicide rates have been found to increase both 

during (Stone, et al., 2017) and after economic 

recessions (Oyesanya, Lopez-Morinigo & Dutta, 

2015). Further, suicide rates are the highest they’ve 

been in years (since 1938) and youth suicides 

continue to increase each year (Drapeau & 

McIntosh, 2020). With 48,344 suicides in 2018, 

suicide is the second leading cause of death for 

youth age 15-24 years and the third leading cause of 

death for 10- to 14-year-olds. There are also 100-200 

suicide attempts for every suicide death (Drapeau 

& McIntosh, 2020).  
 

School psychologists should remain up-to-
date with resources posted on the National 
Association of School Psychologists (NASP) COVID
-19 resource page as these are updated frequently 
and include information on comprehensive suicide 
prevention planning during COVID-19. They also 
include checklists for preparing for and conducting 
a virtual suicide risk assessment. It is important to 
be prepared should students be referred for 
possible suicidal ideation. School psychologists are 

also uniquely trained in a vast array of roles and 
functions that includes collaboration and 
consultation, which are particularly important 
when providing services virtually (Caplan & 
Caplan, 1999). What follows are some ways school 
psychologists can assist the schools and families 
with which they work during COVID-19. 

 

Consultation 
 

Ensure parents know the warning signs for 
suicide. As parents are on the frontlines of 
recognizing signs during this time of virtual 
learning, school psychologists can create pre-
recorded videos, do live chats, or develop written 
resources to share. Warning signs might include 
any changes in behavior such as anger/agitation, 
hostility, or irritability that is out of character for 
the child. Youth may appear distressed or 
depressed, may withdraw from social connections, 
lack energy, or feel hopeless about the future. 
Parents should be alert to particularly concerning 
warning signs, such as their child being unable to 
find reasons for living, feeling like others would be 
better off if they were dead (burdensomeness), or 
using drugs and alcohol. It is extremely concerning 
if a child is making plans for suicide or seeking 
suicide means, such as medication or a firearm.  

 

Help parents engage in open conversations 
about suicide. Facilitate parent communication 
with their child, including how to ask questions 
directly, such as “Are you okay?” or “You seem 
depressed, have you had thoughts of suicide?” One 
of the greatest myths out there is that asking about 
suicide may give a child the idea to do it. This is 
not true. Remind parents that having open 
communication lets their child know they care and 
are willing to talk, no matter how difficult that 
conversation might be. Prepare parents for the 
possibility that some of what they hear may hurt, 
anger, or surprise them, but it is important to 
remain nonjudgmental.  

 

Similarly, school psychologists can act as 
school-based consultants in ensuring teachers are 
also aware of warning signs. While it can be a 

https://suicidology.org/facts-and-statistics/
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/comprehensive-school-suicide-prevention-in-a-time-of-distance-learning
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/comprehensive-school-suicide-prevention-in-a-time-of-distance-learning
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/preparing-for-virtual-school-suicide-assessment-checklist
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/crisis-and-mental-health-resources/conducting-virtual-suicide-assessment-checklist
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/who-are-school-psychologists
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/who-are-school-psychologists
https://www.youthsuicidewarningsigns.org/
https://www.youthsuicidewarningsigns.org/parentscaregivers
https://themighty.com/2019/10/is-my-child-teen-having-suicidal-thoughts/
https://themighty.com/2019/10/is-my-child-teen-having-suicidal-thoughts/
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challenge for teachers to observe behavioral 
changes in youth via online platforms, teachers 
may notice that a student is not attending virtual 
classes, is not turning in schoolwork, or appears 
distressed during an online class. A student may 
send a concerning email or turn in a writing 
assignment with distressing statements. Teachers 
should be made aware of any differences in referral 
procedures during COVID-19 as administrators 
account for mental health professionals who are on 
family leave, have ill loved ones, or are ill 
themselves. During this pandemic, it is important 
that schools not rely on just one staff member to 
address referrals, but to have backup plans in 
place. 

 

Finally, consult with administrators in 
developing COVID-19 suicide risk protocols and 
adapting current procedures as needed by 
referencing relevant NASP documents. 
Considerations include ensuring staff have updated 
contact and emergency contact information for 
students and determining if consent is needed for 
conducting virtual risk assessments. Legal counsel 
may be consulted and should be done as soon as 
possible. Many schools use artificial intelligence 
programs, such as GoGuardian, Gaggle, or Securly, 
to flag concerning statements typed by youth on 
school computers. Administrators should ensure 
virtual processes are in place for responding 
quickly to these. If a district does not currently 
have a suicide risk protocol, this is a good time to 
put one in place (Free forms are available at 
erbacherconsulting.com).  

 

Screening & Assessment 
 

It may be hard to distinguish between a 
child with suicide risk and one who is having a 
normal reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
always, err on the side of caution. Take all referrals 
seriously and conduct a suicide risk screening 
immediately. Building rapport with youth via 
telehealth may feel more challenging at first, but it 
may become easier with practice. Acknowledge the 

current pandemic and integrate questions about 
current coping, familial relationships, and feelings 
surrounding social isolation into the assessment. 
Recognize the discomfort virtual counseling may 
present for youth, introduce them to the telehealth 
session, and spend time setting a comfortable, 
welcoming online environment. As always, honor 
the student’s courage in talking about their pain. 
Use school district forms, in conjunction with 
NASP resources, to document your assessment. 
Consult with administrators on suicide risk level as 
needed. A second mental health professional can 
be brought into a telehealth call if specified by 
district procedure. Parents and caregivers are 
always an integral part of a risk assessment process 
and even more so during this pandemic. Be sure to 
address caregiver concerns and assess their 
observations of their child. Also acknowledge 
COVID-19, assess the impact of this pandemic on 
the family system, and ensure families know where 
to get help for themselves if needed. 

 

Intervention 
 

If suicide risk is determined, school 
psychologists may assist in intervention planning 
that includes creating safety plans and encouraging 
means restriction. Parents must be engaged in 
these processes. If the student was seeking suicide 
means, ensure access to weapons or medication is 
removed. If creating safety plans via telehealth, 
either forward a picture of the plan to the student 
and parents or assist the family in uploading the 
information into one of the many available apps, 
such as MY3 or Safety Plan. Follow up with the 
student by continuing to monitor and screen risk 
at least weekly until the risk has subsided. Some 
school psychologists offer virtual counseling 
services. If so, ensure adequate training in effective 
telehealth. Otherwise, help the family find 
treatment providers that offer telehealth. They can 
check with their insurance provider or use these 
websites: https://locator.apa.org/ or https://
findtreatment.samhsa.gov/.     

 

https://erbacherconsulting.com/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X4UzkyZq5n_WLEqtJGiUynp-OEVrdM_M/view
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340066049_COVID-19_Tips_Building_Rapport_with_Youth_via_Telehealth
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340066049_COVID-19_Tips_Building_Rapport_with_Youth_via_Telehealth
https://www.aspponline.org/covid-19_resources_for_school.php
https://www.aspponline.org/covid-19_resources_for_school.php
https://locator.apa.org/
https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/


Encourage youth to put these numbers, 
available 24/7, in their phone: 

 

• National Suicide Lifeline at 1-800-273-TALK 
(8255) or https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

• Crisis Textline by texting HELP to 741-741 
• PA Center for Community Resources Support 

and Referral Helpline: 1-855-284-2494 
• If this is an emergency, dial 911 
 

Finally, school psychologists have an ethical 
obligation to take care of themselves to better serve 
schools, students, and families. It is important to 
recognize that COVID-19 is an international crisis 
that impacts all of us. The Association of School 
Psychologists of Pennsylvania is one way to 
connect with colleagues and to seek ideas and 
strategies. Connecting with peers, family, and 
friends virtually along with other strategies to care 
for mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual 
health are more important than ever.  

 

Resources 
 

Brooks S. K., Webster R. K., Smith L. E., Woodland, L., 
Wessely, S., Greenberg, N., & Rubin, G. J. (2020). 
The psychological impact of quarantine and how 
to reduce it: rapid review of the evidence. Lancet, 
published online February 26, 2020. doi: 10.1016/
S0140-6736(20)30460-8. Retrieved at https://
www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/
PIIS0140-6736(20)30460-8/fulltext  

 
Caplan, G. & Caplan, R. B. (1999). Mental health 

consultation and collaboration. Long Grove, IL: 
Waveland Press. ISBN: 978-1577660736 

 
Drapeau, C. W., & McIntosh, J. L. (2020). U.S.A. suicide: 

2018 Official final data. Washington, DC: 
American Association of Suicidology, dated 
February 12, 2020, retrieved at https://
www.suicidology.org. 

 
Oyesanya, M., Lopez-Morinigo, J., & Dutta, R. (2015). 

Systematic review of suicide in economic 
recession. World Journal of Psychiatry, 5, 243-254. 
doi: 10.5498/wjp.v5.i2.243. 

 

Stone, D. M., Holland, K. M., Bartholow, B., Crosby, A. 
E., Davis, S., & Wilkins, N. (2017). Preventing 
suicide: A technical package of policies, programs, 
and practices. Atlanta, GA: National Center for 
Injury Prevention and Control, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention. 

9 

Terri Erbacher, Ph.D. is a clinical associate 
professor at Philadelphia College of 
Osteopathic Medicine and school 
psychologist for the Delaware County 
Intermediate Unit. She is co-author of the 
text Suicide in Schools: A Practitioner’s 
Guide to Multi-level Prevention, 
Assessment, Intervention, and Postvention  

https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/self-care-for-school-psychologists
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30460-8/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30460-8/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30460-8/fulltext
https://www.suicidology.org
https://www.suicidology.org
https://erbacherconsulting.com/
https://www.pcom.edu/academics/faculty/terrierb.html
https://www.pcom.edu/academics/faculty/terrierb.html
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Putting the FUNCTIONAL in FBA: Tips 
for a Parsimonious Data Collection 
Sheet 
 

Victoria T. Petit 
The Pennsylvania State University 

 
 Functional behavior assessments (FBAs) 
are a way of collecting data needed to make 
decisions about placement, behavior plans, and 
interventions for students with challenging 
behaviors (Asmus, Vollmer, & Borrero, 2002). The 
primary purpose of FBAs is to identify patterns of 
behaviors that inform a hypothesis of the 
perceived function of the behavior (Mooney & 
Ryan, 2017). That is, what purpose is the behavior 
serving for that student? Behavior is most 
commonly maintained by attention from others, 
escape or avoidance from non-preferred activities, 
access to a tangible item, or automatic 
reinforcement from sensory stimulation (Cooper, 
Heron, & Heward, 2007; Mooney & Ryan, 2017). 
Behaviors are observed in the context of what 
happened prior—the antecedent—and what 
happened afterward—the consequence (Cooper et 
al., 2007; Mooney & Ryan, 2017). Antecedents are 
what occur right before the behavior that typically 
trigger the behavior (Cooper et al., 2007). 
Consequences are the result of the behavior 
(Cooper et al., 2007). 
 

FBAs are multipurpose data collection 
procedures (Cooper et al., 2007). For Emotional 
Disturbance qualification under the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act (IDEA), an FBA is often part 
of an observation to inform the severity and 
intensity of behaviors (Collins & Zirkel, 2017). FBAs 
are useful to observe children referred for 
behavioral difficulties related to autism spectrum 
disorder, attention, and oppositional behavior 
(Collins & Zirkel, 2017; Cooper et al., 2007).  
 

Data collectors could be used by school 
psychologists, board certified behavior analysts 
(BCBAs), and other members of behavior teams 
(Asmus et al., 2002; Cooper et al., 2007). 

Depending on time and resources, others may 
collect data on behalf of the team. Differences in 
training on FBAs and lack of guidance can create 
challenges with data collection and interpretation 
(Asmus et al., 2002). This calls for information on 
how to streamline FBA data collection procedures 
to make them as user-friendly as possible (Collins 
& Zirkel, 2017).  

 

Tip 1: Record Behavioral Response to 
Consequences 

 
One piece of information helpful for 

determining the function of a behavior is the 
behavioral response to the consequence (Collins & 
Zirkel, 2017). That is, did the behavior increase, 
decrease, or remain the same? For example, it 
would be important to know that when a teacher 
redirects a student who is engaging in problem 
behavior, that the student’s behavior becomes 
more intense. The function of the behavior is 
probably attention if the teacher 
acknowledgement is increasing the problematic 
behavior. This is helpful for intervention planning, 
as redirecting as an intervention can be ruled out 
(Collins & Zirkel, 2017). 

 

Tip 2: Perceived Functions 
  

The main purpose of FBAs is to perceive 
the function of behaviors, yet they are not always 
included in the data sheet (Collins & Zirkel, 2017). 
Function-based interventions are more effective 
than interventions not derived from an appraisal 
of the function the behavior services. Although 
different practitioners may recognize a different 
suggestion of functions, the recommendation 
provided borrows from the functions identified in 
the field of applied behavior analysis; functions 
include attention, escape or avoidance, access to 
tangible items, and sensory or automatic (Collins 
& Zirkel, 2017).  
 

The objective behind attention-maintained 
behaviors is to gain attention from others (Collins 
& Zirkel, 2017). Think of your class clown making 
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jokes at inappropriate times.  Escape-maintained 
behaviors function as a means of getting out of a 
non-preferred task or situation. For example, if a 
math worksheet is torn up and sprinkled on the 
ground, it is not getting completed. If the function 
is to gain access to tangible items, an individual is 
acting in such a way that provides a means of 
getting what they want. This is the child in the 
grocery store who screams and cries until his 
parent gives in and buys the candy bar. Sensory or 
automatic-maintained behaviors are the most 
difficult in terms of intervention; these behaviors 
are satisfying in and of themselves and do not 
require an external stimulus (Cooper et al., 2007). 
For example, think of the child who scratches bug 
bites until they bleed. Behaviors could look the 
same, but serve different purposes (Mooney & 
Ryan, 2017). Knowing the function will allow for a 
more accurate treatment plan. 

 

Tip 3: If You Wouldn’t Graph It, Why 
Track It? 
  

The purpose of FBAs is to find the 
antecedent, target behavior, consequence, and 
perceived function (Collins & Zirkel, 2017; Mooney 
& Ryan, 2017). Additional information about the 
time and context can be helpful. However, other 
professionals may share data collection 
responsibilities with the school psychologist 
(Asmus et al., 2002; Collins & Zirkel, 2017). Too 
much jargon on the data sheets may overwhelm 
individuals and affect the accuracy and efficiency of 
collecting data (Mooney & Ryan, 2017). Think 
about the particular reason for collecting the data 
and trim data sheets to the information you will 
actually analyze (Cooper et al., 2007). If you do not 
picture yourself using the information to inform 
decision making, cut it out.  

 

Conclusion 
  

FBAs are a frequently used data collection 
procedure used by school psychologists and related 
professionals (Asmus et al., 2002; Collins & Zirkel, 
2017). Knowing the antecedent, behavior, 

consequence, and the behavioral response to the 
consequence can help determine the function of 
the behavior (Collins & Zirkel, 2017; Mooney & 
Ryan, 2017). Most effective evidence-based 
interventions are prescribed based on the function 
of the behavior and yield the most successful 
outcomes. Making the data collection procedure as 
simple and clean as possible allows for accessible 
data and an easier analysis of problematic 
behaviors informing diagnostic and intervention 
procedures in schools (Asmus et al., 2002). 
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and is interested in fostering inclusion for 
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 2020 ASPP Mini-Grant Summary 
Project Title: “Social-Emotional 
Learning for At-Risk Students: Utilizing 
the Strong Start Curriculum” 
 

Emily Sturtz 
The Pennsylvania State University 
 

This spring, I very gratefully accepted funds 
through an Association of School Psychologists of 
Pennsylvania (ASPP) Mini-Grant for my 
dissertation project titled “Social-Emotional 
Learning for At-Risk Students: Utilizing the Strong 
Start Curriculum.” These funds were used to 
purchase supplies necessary for the curriculum, as 
well as compensation for teachers whose 
classrooms would participate in this program. 
Strong Start is a 10-lesson social-emotional 
learning curriculum developmentally tailored for 
students in kindergarten through second grade. In 
the curriculum, each lesson includes a children’s 
book focused on the main points of the lesson. The 
storybook helps students to further understand the 
lesson in an easily consumable format that will 
keep their engagement in the curriculum. The 
funds from ASPP helped me to purchase the 
necessary books and related materials for faithful 
implementation of the curriculum.  
 

Additionally, this dissertation project 
focuses on the effectiveness of Strong Start 
specifically for students demonstrated to be at-risk 
for social, emotional, and academic behavior 
problems. Though the universal screener intended 
to be utilized in this project is free for usage 
online, the rating scale I am planning to use to 
collect pre- and post-intervention data for these at-
risk children required funds for purchase. The 
majority of the ASPP Mini Grant funds allowed me 
to purchase protocols of the Social Skills 
Improvement System, as well as a manual for 
scoring and interpretation. The final portion of the 
funds was reserved for compensation for teachers 
in the form of Amazon gift cards.  
 

The results from this project are intended 
to add to the field of school psychology in multiple 

ways. Firstly, by collecting data specifically on at-
risk students, the conclusions from this study will 
add to the literature base on curricula that have 
targeted use for specific populations. Additionally, 
I designed this project to intentionally utilize 
materials that are easily accessible to school 
psychologists in practice in an effort to encourage 
progress monitoring and data collection in the 
school setting. Both the universal screener and the 
Social Skills Improvement System protocols can be 
used regularly by school psychologists and be put 
to use in a data collection procedure. Finally, 
through working with teachers in addition to 
students, it is my hope that teachers and other 
school staff gain a better understanding of the 
many roles that school psychologists can have. In 
many places, school psychologists are only 
consulted for evaluations and special education 
eligibility. It is my hope that this study will bring 
exposure to the many different ways in which 
school psychologists can assist in the school 
setting.  
 

With the state-wide school closures this 
spring as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
intervention implementation and data collection 
for this project has been postponed until schools 
are reopened. The funds from the ASPP Mini-
Grant were useful in purchasing the materials that 
will be utilized when the program is implemented 
this fall.  

Emily Sturtz, MEd, is a fourth-year 
doctoral candidate at The Pennsylvania 
State University and is interested in social-
emotional learning and classroom 
engagement  
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School Psychologists’ Accolades 
 

The Association of School Psychologists 
of Pennsylvania (ASPP) is looking to hear from 
you, practitioners in the field, about wonderful 
colleagues doing excellent work in schools.  
Our hope is to highlight a school psychologist 
each month and post his or her story on our 
website and other social media outlets.   
 

But we need your help!  Please consider 
telling us about a colleague or your own 
accomplishments in advocating for student 
success.  It could be anything: mentoring 
students, serving as an advisor or coach to an 
extracurricular group, serving on a parent 
advisory committee, facilitating a workshop for 
teachers, or acting as a liaison to community 
agencies.   
 

If you have a story to share, please send 
the name, contact information, and employer 

information for the colleague (or yourself).  
Give us a brief summary of the service that is 
deserving of an accolade.  This summary need 
not be lengthy – even a few sentences would be 
appreciated. 

 

Additionally, school psychologists who 
receive an ASPP Accolade from September to 
May of an academic year will be considered for 
the ASPP School Psychologist of the Year award 
announced in the subsequent Fall.   
 

 Please send this information to either 
your regional delegate (see listing later in this 
issue), Caitlin Bennyhoff 
(Caitlin_bennyhoff@elanco.org), or Nikole 
Hollins-Sims (nhollins-sims@pattan.net).  
Come on, ASPP Members!  We challenge you 
to share with us the wonderful stories of school 
psychologists doing great things in 
Pennsylvania! 

mailto:Caitlin_bennyhoff@elanco.org
mailto:nhollins-sims@pattan.net
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InSight 

InSight is the official publication of the ASSOCIATION 

OF SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS OF 
PENNSYLVANIA (ASPP) which is an affiliate of 
the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL 
PSYCHOLOGISTS (NASP).  
 

InSight is published four times a year (September, 
December, March, May/June) as a service to the 
ASPP membership. Copies are also sent to 
members of the NASP newsletter editors’ network 
and to the chairs of the school psychology 
programs in Pennsylvania. It is an open forum for 
news, views and issues affecting the field of school 
psychology. ASPP is a nonprofit, nonpartisan, 
educational and scientific association of school 
psychologists with the goal of serving the 
educational and mental health needs of children 
within the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.  
 

The content of the newsletter and the opinions 
expressed by the contributors do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions or policies of ASPP or of the 
Executive Board members. Endorsement is not 
implied in the publication of product reviews, 
advertisements or announcements.  
 

Comments, letters and articles relevant to the 
profession are welcomed. Articles and reports of 
factual information may be edited to conform to 
space and format limitations and/or to improve 
clarity without the permission of the author. 
Expressions of opinion, as in a letter to the editor 
and editorials, may be edited only with the 
author’s consent. Unsigned letters or articles will 
not be published.  
 

Articles are submitted to the editor via e-mail. 
Features articles should be no longer than 1,500 
words in length. Authors are required to use the 
stylistic and formatting conventions of the 

current Publication Manual of the American 
Psychological Association. Contact the editor for 
further information.  
 

All uncopyrighted material in this newsletter may 
be reproduced by reciprocating state newsletter 
editors provided that the source and author(s) are 
credited. The permission of the copyright holder 
is needed to reprint copyrighted material. Editors 
condensing or modifying a reprinted article are 
expected to so note to their readers. 
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