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DISTRICT Comprehensive Message on School Safety
Mental health and school safety professionals in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania join the nation in grieving over the most recent school shooting in Parkland, Florida. Firearm violence and related deaths among our youth is a notable problem within Pennsylvania. Based on data from a 2016 examination of firearm mortality by the National Center for Health Statistics at the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, the average rate of death by firearm is slightly higher in Pennsylvania (12.0 per 100,000 people) compared to the rest of the country (11.8). This places Pennsylvania 5th in the ranking of states by total number of firearm related deaths, and 30th in the ranking of states by mortality rate. Even more concerning, according to the Center for Injury Research and Prevention, almost half of the firearm-related injuries in Pennsylvania affect children and young adults age 25 and younger. 

This tragic incident in Parkland was yet another addition to the heart-rending narrative of gun violence in America’s schools. Now more than ever, we must work together to more effectively prevent future firearm violence in our schools across the nation and in Pennsylvania. Schools play a critical and irreplaceable role in keeping students safe. Violence prevention in schools requires a comprehensive approach that improves school climate, makes the physical school environment safer, and prioritizes educating students not only in academics, but in social skills, as well. We can work toward the goal of making our schools safer by ensuring sufficient staffing of well-trained school psychologists in our schools.

Need for School Psychologists
Readily available mental health services in schools promote school safety by providing the system-wide supports that enhance school climate, improve student learning, and build student resilience. Mental health services include a range of prevention and teaching activities, including promoting wellness, teaching prosocial behaviors, and sharing strategies for help-seeking behaviors. 

Few school psychologists are lucky to be in a position of having the recommended ratio of 500:1 students per school psychologist. Based on data gathered by the National Association of School Psychologists in 2011, the average ratio in Pennsylvania is 1,403 students to 1 school psychologist. This excessive ratio is equivalent to a classroom ratio of 47 students per teacher (based on a recommended ratio of 30 students to 1 teacher). In Local School District (DISTRICT) the current ratio is 1 school psychologist to approximately 1,133 students.
With such high ratios, school psychologists are often limited to the role of assessing students for exceptionality. This prevents them from being able to provide the comprehensive services provided in the NASP practice model for school psychological services; however, this practice model uniquely positions school psychologists to enhance behavioral and mental health, while reducing violence in schools. The comprehensive school psychologist role includes (a) consultation and collaboration with students, staff, and families; (b) interventions and mental health services to help students build social skills; (c) preventive and responsive discipline practices; (d) school-wide strategies to promote learning; and (e) data-based decision-making and accountability. In DISTRICT, we have been fortunate to engage in an expanded role however, given the current ratio, we are still limited in being able to provide the optimal level of service to our students, staff and families.

School Psychologists as Consultants with Students, Staff, and Families 
School psychologists have the skills and training to work with individual students to provide culturally responsive counseling and to coordinate social skills training. By making connections with individual students, school psychologists can effectively prevent and respond to student suicide and violence. In addition to working directly with students, school psychologists consult with teachers to support class-wide behavior management and with parents to facilitate home-school communication and collaboration. With consultation provided by school psychologists, children and adolescents who have mental health problems or problem behaviors can demonstrate improvements.

School Psychologists as Providers of Systems-Wide Prevention

Effective school safety efforts require positive school climates that facilitate trusting relationships and do not rely solely on punitive discipline practices. Strong evidence indicates the effectiveness of tiered levels of supports in schools. Systems-wide positive approaches to discipline at the universal level of supports are highly effective in reducing problem behaviors and improving school climate. As experts in data collection and interpretation, school psychologists are well-prepared to lead efficient and effective data-based decision-making and problem solving in schools. In DISTRICT, we coordinate our (limited) screening efforts to identify students with behavioral or mental health concerns. For students who are identified to be at higher risk based on universal screening, mental health staff in schools, including school psychologists, can provide appropriate, evidence-based early intervention. For students with more severe needs, school-based mental health providers can also provide more targeted and intensive supports. As experts in youth behavioral health and mental health, school psychologists are also able to provide professional development to school staff, parents, and community members on the prevention and reduction of student behavior problems.

School Psychologists as Responders to Crises

School crisis prevention and intervention planning and training should reinforce students’ and staff members’ effective behavior in the event of an emergency, improve collaboration between the school team and emergency responders, and align with ongoing school safety and violence prevention efforts. School psychologists are uniquely trained to respond effectively to school crises. Some of us have received training in crisis prevention and management, such as the PREPaRE professional development training that enhances school safety and crisis management plans and emergency response procedures (https://www.nasponline.org/professional-development/prepare-training-curriculum). We lead and participate in school safety and crisis teams, and contribute to safety prevention and response with our school resource officers and Safe Schools administrator.  School psychologists are also trained to assist with recovery of students and staff in response to a crisis.

To sum up, we are advocating for the addition of two school psychologist positions in order to best support our students and families by bringing the school psychologist to student ratio to 1:680. Below are the selected activities that we engage in to support mental and behavioral health.

· School psychologists contribute to the development, implementation, and evaluation of policies and practices that promote safe school environments for all students.  
· School psychologists conduct risk assessments (e.g., suicide and threat assessments), implement intervention procedures, and provide resources for students, staff, and families in need.  
· We provide education for students, staff, and parents on the symptoms, warning signs, and risk factors of depression and youth suicide.  
· We help promote a trauma-sensitive school environment that is responsive to the needs of the children and youth who have experienced stress, adversity, or trauma at home or in the community.  
· We deliver professional development to increase school and staff capacity to improve school climate and safety.  
Finally, the school psychologists in DISTRICT have engaged in a number of functions that, with additional school psychologists, could be expanded and enhanced to better serve our students and families such as,
· Expansion of Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) for the identification of academic and behavioral concerns. 
· Including working with the academic coaches on:
· Coordination of interventions
· Facilitation of data analysis team meetings
· Analysis and interpretation of student, school, and district level data
· Oversight of school-wide universal screenings
· Consultation with district administration regarding assessments and curricula. 
· Provision of staff development activities (ex., CHAMPS, Safe Crisis Management, use of Performance Plus).
· Analysis of district benchmark data relative to PSSA’s. Evaluation of universal screeners relative to PSSAs. 
· Initial design and recent expansion of implementation of SEL/PBIS processes. 
· Program evaluation.
· Management of EasyCBM, Aimsweb, StarMath.
· Leading implementation and design of a district-wide initiative to promote resilience by combining Positive Behavior Support and Social Emotional Learning that won the 2013 Magna Awards Grand Prize (Districts under 5,000 students) for “outstanding programs that advance student learning and encourage community involvement.” 
· Provision of social skills groups and crisis intervention. 

· Conduct psychoeducational assessments as part of the multidisciplinary process.

Related Resources

· Framework for Safe and Successful Schools, https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and- publications/resources/school-safety-and-crisis/a-framework-for-safe-and-successful-schools  
· Resolution on Efforts to Prevent Gun Violence, https://www.nasponline.org/x40582.xml  
· Statement: Preventing Mass Violence Requires Access to Mental Health Services and Reduced  Access to Firearms, https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/media-room/press- releases/preventing-mass-violence-requires-access-to-mental-health-services-and-reduced- inappropriate-access-to-firearms  
· Statement: NASP Opposes Arming Teachers, https://www.nasponline.org/about-school- psychology/media-room/press-releases/nasp-opposes-arming-teachers  
· School Crisis Prevention and Intervention: The PREPaRE Model, https://www.nasponline.org/professional-development/prepare-training-curriculum  
· Best Practice Considerations for Schools in Active Shooter and Other Armed Assailant Drills. https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-safety-and-crisis/best- practice-considerations-for-schools-in-active-shooter-and-other-armed-assailant-drills  
· Media Outreach Through Newspapers, https://www.nasponline.org/assets/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Advocacy%20Resource s/media_ps.pdf  
· Effective Communications Messaging for School Psychologists, http://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/advocacy-tools-and-resources/communications- strategies-and-resources/effective-communications-strategies  
· School Psychology Advocacy Resources https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/advocacy- tools-and-resources/general-advocacy-resources  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