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Shortages in School Psychology: Challenges to Meeting the 
Growing Needs of U.S. Students and Schools 

 
With expertise in both education and mental health, school psychologists are uniquely qualified to help 
address the needs of students and schools (Armistead et al., 2013; National Association of School 
Psychologists, 2015, 2020b). This means addressing challenges such as poverty, mental and behavioral 
health issues, bullying, homelessness, shortages of culturally and linguistically diverse providers, record 
high student enrollment—to name just a few. All argue for the critical importance of the services provided 
by school psychologists. Regrettably, research suggests that longstanding shortages of school psychologists 
continue to threaten students’ access to needed school psychological and mental and behavioral health 
services (American Association for Employment in Education, 2020; Castillo et al., 2016; Castillo et al., 
2017; Eklund et al., 2017; Eklund et al., 2020).  

The National Association of School Psychologists (NASP, 2020b) recommends a ratio of no more than 
500 students per school psychologist when more comprehensive and preventive services are being 
provided. Unfortunately, evidence suggests that most school districts do not meet these standards. 

• The ratio of students per school psychologist was estimated to be 1,211 to 1 in the United States in 
the 2019–2020 school year based on data collected by the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES; NASP, 2021). Surveys conducted by NASP corroborated this estimate. The ratio of students 
per school psychologist was estimated to be 1,233 to 1 during the 2019–2020 school year according to 
the NASP Membership Survey (Goforth et al., 2021)  

• Only one state in the country met the recommended ratio of no more than 500 students per school 
psychologist in the 2019–2020 school year, and 24 states had 1,500 or more students per school 
psychologist in that year (NASP, 2021). 

Researchers have predicted continuing shortages of school psychologists through 2025 (Castillo et al., 
2014; Curtis et al., 2004). Shortages in related professions complicate the picture further, with considerable 
shortages of special education personnel (American Association for Employment in Education, 2020) and 
teachers (Sutcher et al., 2016). Attrition rates among teachers have been near 8% over the past decade and, 
barring major changes, estimated annual teacher shortages could rise to as much as 112,000 (Sutcher et al., 
2016). 

The growing needs of U.S. public schools will continue to limit how prepared schools are to meet the 
academic, mental health, and behavioral health needs of their students, especially if these shortages 
continue. The increasing public school enrollment, number of students experiencing poverty and trauma, 
and growing prevalence of mental and behavioral health disorders prove that the services school 
psychologists provide are becoming more integral to children’s success in school (NCES, 2020; U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2020). For example, though approximately 17% of children in the United States 
experience a mental disorder each year, and the prevalence of those disorders is increasing, only about half 
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of those students receive the treatment they need (Cree et al., 2018; Whitney & Peterson, 2019). Further, 
the majority of the students receiving any services initially receive them at school (Farmer et al., 2003; 
Rones & Hoagwood, 2000). Children with mental health disorders are more likely to be retained in a grade, 
show impaired academic functioning, and have an Individualized Education Program (January et al., 2017). 

These two opposing forces—the continuing shortages in school psychology and the growing need for 
services for students and schools—pose significant threats to the ability of schools to meet the needs of 
their students now and in the future. The following are selected research findings on factors related to the 
shortages in school psychology. 

Shortages of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse School Psychologists 

The divergence between the cultural and linguistic characteristics of the school psychology workforce and 
the population of students that they serve continues to grow. A few examples follow. 

• Culturally diverse school psychologists are underrepresented within the school psychology workforce: 
About 86% are White, and only 8% are Hispanic (Goforth et al., 2021), which differs sharply from the 
student population (McFarland et al., 2017). 

• Although rates of school psychology graduate students from minoritized backgrounds are growing, 
they experience barriers that reduce perceptions of belongingness, reduce academic engagement, and 
prevent success in graduate study (Clark et al., 2012; Gadke et al., 2021) 

• Bilingual school psychologists are in short supply within school psychology: 92% of school 
psychologists are fluent in English only, and among those who are fluent in a second language, 
approximately 12% provide services in that language (Goforth et al., 2021). 

Regional Differences in Shortages 

Although shortages in school psychology remain a national problem, there are also regional differences in 
both the extent and negative impact of these shortages. For example: 

• There are some shortages of school psychologists in all regions of the country and considerable 
shortages in the Northwest, Great Plains/Midwest, Northeast, Alaska, and Rocky Mountain regions. 
Shortages in these regions have been growing over the past 5 years (American Association for 
Employment in Education, 2020). 

• In Kansas, a survey of school districts and special education agencies found there to be 38.5 full-time-
equivalent school psychologist positions open among only 30 agencies in the state during the first 
semester of the 2016–2017 school year (Kansas Association of School Psychologists, 2017). 

• There has been an ongoing shortage of school psychologists in rural areas (Goforth et al., 2017). For 
example, severe shortages in the rural Texas areas surrounding Stephen F. Austin State University led 
to the creation of their distance education program for individuals in surrounding areas (McCleary et 
al., 2020). 

• The availability of graduate programs differs substantially by state. States such as New York and 
California have upwards of 26 and 37 institutions offering a school psychology program, respectively, 
whereas many states have only one program. Hawaii, Alaska, and Wyoming have no school 
psychology programs. 

• Significant regional differences exist in the availability of internship stipends (Prus et al., 2014), despite 
internship representing a critical recruitment tool. 
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Shortages—Graduate Education Through Retirement 

Several factors impact shortages in school psychology, from the availability of graduate programs and 
faculty to the rates of enrollment in graduate programs and the rates at which school psychologists leave 
the profession via attrition and retirement. For example: 

• In a national survey, 94 school psychology programs reported 136 faculty openings and 79% indicated 
one or more openings in the three most recent academic years, with more than one in four of the 
positions going unfilled (Clopton & Haselhuhn, 2009). 

• The percentage of school psychologists who were predicted to reach 35 years of total work experience 
and, thus, to retire soon, was more than 20% in 2015 (Castillo et al., 2014). 

• A national survey of school psychologists revealed that more than 16% desire to leave their positions 
in the next 5 years due to administrative pressures, a significant proportion of which involved pressure 
to practice unethically or to make decisions that were not in compliance with state or federal law. 
Nearly 8% indicated a desire to abandon the profession altogether as a result of coercive interactions 
with administrators (Boccio et al., 2016). 

• In Florida, retirements and attrition of school psychologists are outpacing school psychologists 
entering the field, leading to a growing deficit of school psychologists. Across the state nearly 42 
positions went unfilled over a 5-year period (Mann et al., 2019). 

• In Kansas, a survey of employed school psychologists revealed that 34% planned to leave their current 
school psychology position by the end of the 2018–2019 school year, with more than half of those 
planning to leave the profession (Kansas Association of School Psychologists, 2017). 

• Between 2015 and 2020, the self-reported estimate of years of work prior to retirement remained 
stable at approximately 16 years, though the age of the workforce decreased, suggesting that 
retirements remained fairly stable (Goforth et al., 2021; Walcott & Hyson, 2018). Paired with static 
graduate program enrollment numbers (Gadke et al., 2018, 2019, 2021), national ratios are unlikely to 
improve in the short-term. 

Recommendations 

NASP (2020a) has developed a resource guide with specific recommendations for how best to address the 
shortages in school psychology. Some examples follow: 

• Improve recruitment by introducing school psychology to more high school and undergraduate 
students, providing incentives to enter the field, developing new graduate programs in areas most 
impacted by shortages, and mentoring prospective faculty. 

• Recruit a more inclusive and diverse workforce by emphasizing themes of multiculturalism, equity, and 
social justice, ensuring school psychology program faculty represent a range of minoritized 
backgrounds, and directly and personally contacting applicants from minoritized backgrounds.  

• Make respecialization and professional retraining more accessible by offering flexible options for those 
returning to school and to help recruit professionals from related fields (e.g., school counseling, 
clinical psychology). 

• Improve retention by providing both professional and administrative supervision and mentorship, 
increasing opportunities for high-quality professional development, and ensuring positive working 
environments. 

http://www.nasponline.org/


S h o r t a g e s  i n  S c h o o l  P s y c h o l o g y    

NASP Research Summaries  4 

A resource from the National Association of School Psychologists    │    www.nasponline.org    │   301-657-0270    │   866-331-6277 

The NASP resource guide is available here: http://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-
publications/resources/school-psychology/shortages-in-school-psychology-resource-guide 

REFERENCES 

American Association for Employment in Education. (2020). Educator supply and demand report 2019–20.  
Armistead, L. D., Castillo, J. M., Curtis, M. J., Chappel, A., & Cunningham, J. (2013). School 

psychologists’ continuing professional development preferences and practices. Psychology in the Schools, 
50, 415–432. http://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21684  

Boccio, D. E., Weisz, G., & Lefkowitz, R. (2016). Administrative pressure to practice unethically and 
burnout within the profession of school psychology. Psychology in the Schools, 53, 659–672. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21931  

Castillo, J. M., Arroyo‐Plaza, J., Tan, S. Y., Sabnis, S., & Mattison, A. (2017). Facilitators and barriers to 
model school psychological services. Psychology in the Schools, 54, 152–168. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21991  

Castillo, J. M., Curtis, M. J., & Tan, S. Y. (2014). Personnel needs in school psychology: A 10-year follow-
up study on predicted personnel shortages. Psychology in the Schools, 51, 832–849. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21786 

Castillo, J. M., Wolgemuth, J. R., Barclay, C., Mattison, A., Tan, S. Y., Sabnis, S., Brundage, A., & Marshall, 
L. (2016). A qualitative study of facilitators and barriers related to comprehensive and integrated 
school psychological services. Psychology in the Schools, 53, 641–658. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21932  

Clark, C. R., Mercer, S. H., Zeigler-Hill, V., & Dufrene, B. A. (2012). Barriers to the success of ethnic 
minority students in school psychology graduate programs. School Psychology Review, 41, 176–192. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2012.12087519  

Clopton, K. L., & Haselhuhn, C. W. (2009). School psychology trainer shortage in the USA: Current status 
and projections for the future. School Psychology International, 30, 24–42. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034308101848  

Cree, R. A., Bitsko, R. H., Robinson, L. R., Holbrook, J. R., Danielson, M. L., Smith, C., Kaminsky, J. W., 
Kenny, M. K., & Peacock, G. (2018). Health care, family, and community factors associated with 
mental, behavioral, and developmental disorders and poverty among children aged 2–8 years—United 
States, 2016. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 67, 1377. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6750a1  

Curtis, M. J., Grier, J. E. C., & Hunley, S. A. (2004). The changing face of school psychology: Trends in 
data and projections for the future. School Psychology Review, 33, 49–66. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2004.12086230  

Eklund, K., DeMarchena, S. L., Rossen, E., Izumi, J. T., Vaillancourt, K., & Rader Kelly, S. (2020). 
Examining the role of school psychologists as providers of mental and behavioral health services. 
Psychology in the Schools, 57, 489–501. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22323  

Eklund, K., Meyer, L., Way, S., & Mclean, D. (2017). School psychologists as mental health providers: The 
impact of staffing ratios and Medicaid on service provisions. Psychology in the Schools, 54, 279–293. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21996  

Farmer, E. M., Burns, B. J., Phillips, S. D., Angold, A., & Costello, E. J. (2003). Pathways into and through 
mental health services for children and adolescents. Psychiatric Services, 54, 60–66. 
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.54.1.60  

http://www.nasponline.org/
http://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-psychology/shortages-in-school-psychology-resource-guide
http://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-psychology/shortages-in-school-psychology-resource-guide
http://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21684
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21931
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21991
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21786
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21932
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2012.12087519
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034308101848
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6750a1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2004.12086230
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22323
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21996
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.54.1.60


S h o r t a g e s  i n  S c h o o l  P s y c h o l o g y    

NASP Research Summaries  5 

A resource from the National Association of School Psychologists    │    www.nasponline.org    │   301-657-0270    │   866-331-6277 

Gadke, D. L., Valley-Gray, S. A., & Rossen, E. (2018). NASP report of graduate education in school 
psychology: 2016–2017. NASP Research Reports, 3(2), 1–11. Retrieved from 
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_S
P_Grad_Ed_Report_2016-17_Gadke_et_al_2018.pdf  

Gadke, D. L., Valley-Gray, S. A., & Rossen, E. (2019). NASP report of graduate education in school 
psychology: 2017–2018. NASP Research Reports, 4(2), 1–12. Retrieved from 
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_G
rad_Education_2017-2018_Gadke_Valley-Gray_Rossen_2019.pdf  

Gadke, D. L., Valley-Gray, S. A., & Rossen, E. (2021). NASP report of graduate education in school 
psychology: 2018–2019. NASP Research Reports, 5(1), 1–12. Retrieved from 
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_S
P_Grad_Ed_Report_2018-2019.pdf  

Goforth, A. N., Farmer, R. L., Kim, S. Y., Naser, S. C., Lockwood, A. B., & Affrunti, N. (2021). Status of 
School Psychology in 2020: Part 1 demographics of the NASP Membership Survey. NASP Research 
Reports. National Association of School Psychologists. 

Goforth, A. N., Yosai, E. R., Brown, J. A., & Shindorf, Z. R. (2017). A multi-method inquiry of the 
practice and context of rural school psychology. Contemporary School Psychology, 21, 58–70. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-016-0110-1  

January, S. A. A., Mason, W. A., Savolainen, J., Solomon, S., Chmelka, M. B., Miettunen, J., Veijola, J., 
Moilanen, I., Taanila, A., & Järvelin, M.-R. (2017). Longitudinal pathways from cumulative contextual 
risk at birth to school functioning in adolescence: Analysis of mediation effects and gender 
moderation. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 46, 180–196. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0560-9  

Kansas Association of School Psychologists. (2017). Report on the shortage of school psychologists in Kansas. 
Retrieved from http://kasp.org/resources/Documents/Resources/Report%20on%20the%20 
Shortage%20of%20School%20Psychologists%20in%20Kansas.pdf  

Mann, A., Castillo, J., & Myers, M. A. (2019). A case example of one state's efforts to measure and address 
the critical shortage of school psychologists. Psychology in the Schools, 56, 1716–1736. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22297  

McCleary, D. F., Clark, F. J., Dawes, J., Flowers, J. M., & Ellis-Hervey, N. (2020). Going digital to address 
the school psychologist shortage. Contemporary School Psychology, 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-
020-00327-4  

McFarland, J., Hussar, B., de Brey, C., Snyder, T., Wang, X., Wilkinson-Flicker, S., Gebrekristos, S., 
Zhang, J., Rathbun, A., Barmer, A., Bullock Mann, F., & Hinz, S. (2017). The condition of education 2017 
(NCES 2017-144). National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017144.pdf  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2015). School psychologists: Improving student and school outcomes 
[Research summary]. Retrieved from http://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/nasp-research-
center/research-summaries  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2020a). Addressing shortages in school psychology: Resource guide.  
Retrieved from https://www.nasponline.org/shortages  

National Association of School Psychologists. (2020b). The Professional Standards of the National Association of 
School Psychologists. Retrieved from https://www.nasponline.org/x55315.xml  

http://www.nasponline.org/
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_SP_Grad_Ed_Report_2016-17_Gadke_et_al_2018.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_SP_Grad_Ed_Report_2016-17_Gadke_et_al_2018.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_Grad_Education_2017-2018_Gadke_Valley-Gray_Rossen_2019.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_Grad_Education_2017-2018_Gadke_Valley-Gray_Rossen_2019.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_SP_Grad_Ed_Report_2018-2019.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_SP_Grad_Ed_Report_2018-2019.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-016-0110-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-016-0560-9
http://kasp.org/resources/Documents/Resources/Report%20on%20the%20%0bShortage%20of%20School%20Psychologists%20in%20Kansas.pdf
http://kasp.org/resources/Documents/Resources/Report%20on%20the%20%0bShortage%20of%20School%20Psychologists%20in%20Kansas.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22297
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-020-00327-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40688-020-00327-4
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017144.pdf
http://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/nasp-research-center/research-summaries
http://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/nasp-research-center/research-summaries
https://www.nasponline.org/shortages
https://www.nasponline.org/x55315.xml


S h o r t a g e s  i n  S c h o o l  P s y c h o l o g y    

NASP Research Summaries  6 

A resource from the National Association of School Psychologists    │    www.nasponline.org    │   301-657-0270    │   866-331-6277 

National Association of School Psychologists. (2021, April 15). Student to school psychologist ratio 2019–
2020 [infographic]. https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/critical-policy-
issues/shortage-of-school-psychologists  

National Center for Education Statistics. (2020). Digest of education statistics: 2020 (Table 203.10). U.S. 
Department of Education, Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics. 
Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/2020menu_tables.asp  

Prus, J. S., Colvard, H., & Swerdlik, M. E. (2014). The prevalence of paid school psychology internships in 
the United States. Communiqué, 43, 1–28. 

Rones, M., & Hoagwood, K. (2000). School-based mental health services: A research review. Clinical Child 
and Family Psychology Review, 3, 223–241. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026425104386  

Sutcher, L., Darling-Hammond, L., & Carver-Thomas, D. (2016). A coming crisis in teaching? Teacher supply, 
demand, and shortages in the U.S. Learning Policy Institute. Retrieved from 
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/coming-crisis-teaching  

U.S. Census Bureau. (2020). National Survey of Children’s Health: Adverse childhood experiences. Retrieved from 
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/mchb/Data/NSCH/nsch-ace-databrief.pdf  

Walcott, C. M., & Hyson, D. (2018). Results from the NASP 2015 Membership Survey, part one: 
Demographics and employment conditions. NASP Research Reports, 3(1), 1–17. 
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_M
embership_Survey_2015_Walcott_and_Hyson_2018.pdf  

Whitney, D. G., & Peterson, M. D. (2019). US national and state-level prevalence of mental health 
disorders and disparities of mental health care use in children. JAMA pediatrics, 173(4), 389–391. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.5399  

 
© 2021, National Association of School Psychologists, 4340 East West Highway, Suite 402, Bethesda, MD 20814, 301-657-0270, www.nasponline.org 

 
Please cite this document as: 

National Association of School Psychologists. (2021). Shortages in school psychology: Challenges to meeting the growing needs of U.S. students and schools 
[Research summary].  

http://www.nasponline.org/
https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/critical-policy-issues/shortage-of-school-psychologists
https://www.nasponline.org/research-and-policy/policy-priorities/critical-policy-issues/shortage-of-school-psychologists
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/2020menu_tables.asp
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1026425104386
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/coming-crisis-teaching
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/mchb/Data/NSCH/nsch-ace-databrief.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_Membership_Survey_2015_Walcott_and_Hyson_2018.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/Documents/Research%20and%20Policy/Research%20Center/NRR_Membership_Survey_2015_Walcott_and_Hyson_2018.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.5399

	Shortages of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse School Psychologists
	Regional Differences in Shortages
	Shortages—Graduate Education Through Retirement
	Recommendations
	References

