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Little empirical evidence is available on the professional characteristics and practices of

school psychologists in Portugal. This study surveyed a total of 477 Portuguese school

psychologists employed in public (80%) and private schools (20%). Portuguese school

psychologists are described with regard to demographic, professional, and educational

backgrounds, school settings, roles performed, and main target populations served. Evaluating

and counseling regular education students, vocational guidance, and special education-related

activities emerged as the most time-consuming professional practices. A professional practice

primarily focused on students, mainly from the highest education levels, was also observed.

Results are compared with findings of previous surveys and reviewed in the context of the

current literature on the school psychologist’s role. Implications for the field are also

provided.
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Portugal has a relatively short history of delivering

psychological services in schools, with psychologists

entering the education system mainly in response to three

emerging needs (Almeida, 2003): (a) the inclusion of

children with special education needs, (b) the creation of

vocational training programs in secondary schools, and (c)

the promotion of school success for at-risk children during

elementary education. Only in the mid-1980s, after the

approval of the Education Act (Decree-law n8 46/86), was
the provision of psychological services for all students

officially recognized as an important dimension of the

educational process. Subsequently, school psychology

services were created through legislation in 1991,

established on an experimental basis in 1993, expanded

and made official in 1996–1997; they have been under the

responsibility of the Ministry of Education since then.

Conceived as part of the school network, school

psychology services are provided at preschool, elementary,

and secondary school levels. Preschool education is aimed

at children aged 3 to 5 and is not mandatory. Elementary

education spans 9 years divided into three cycles: first cycle

(1st to 4th grades), second cycle (5th and 6th grades), and

third cycle (7th to 9th grades). Secondary education covers

the 3 years between the 10th and 12th grades and marks the

end of compulsory education. Special education and

vocational training are available within the school system,

both in public and private schools.

Major responsibilities for these services defined by law

(Decree-law n8 190/91) are to (a) contribute to students’

integral development and identity construction; (b) support

students’ learning process and integration; (c) provide

psychological and psychopedagogical support to students,

parents, and school staff; (d) cooperate in the assessment
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and support of students with special educational needs; (e)

help identify students’ interests and abilities; (f) develop

vocational guidance activities; and (g) collaborate in the

provision of in-service training and research activities.

Current legislation states that technical teams of school

psychology services can be formed by psychologists,

vocational counselors, and/or social workers, but typically

these services are provided by a psychologist.

Each school psychology service may cover at least one

school establishment or school cluster. A school cluster is an

organizational unit with its own administrative bodies made

up of several school establishments, geographically

dispersed, that serve children from preschool to the 9th or

12th grades, based on a common pedagogical project. In the

case of a school cluster, school psychology services are

hosted in the cluster’s headquarters for logistical purposes

(i.e., the school building where administrative bodies are

located and in which the highest education levels tend to

operate) and practitioners may have to move between

schools.

Since it was officially established, the Portuguese public

network of school psychology services has never been

expanded. Public schools are financially dependent on the

government, through the Ministry of Education, and require

permission from this entity to hire school psychologists.

Since 2007, several schools have been authorized to hire

full-time psychologists on an annual basis. However, due to

the economic crisis, at the end of each school year, there

are no guarantees that these positions will be maintained.

A tendency has also been observed in the last few years for

theMinistry of Education to hire a single school psychologist

to serve more than one school cluster simultaneously. Thus,

despite requirement by law, the Ministry of Education has

not been able to guarantee that all public schools are covered

by full-time school psychology services.

Presently, the number of psychologists providing school-

based psychological services in public schools has not been

officially determined. Nonetheless, it is estimated that there

are around 400 school psychologists permanently employed

(Inácio, 2012) and 250 working on a contractual basis,

according to the governmental school hiring database. The

total number of psychologists performing the same

functions in private schools is unknown. Private schools

are governed by legislation and statutes of their own, which

are required to respect the Education Act. As part of their

autonomy, they are responsible for selecting and recruiting

school psychologists. According to Almeida (2003), in the

private education sector the practice of hiring several school

psychologists has been common, enabling schools to

maximize the potential of school psychology services.

Conversely, in the public sector, the trend has been for one

school psychologist to serve increasingly numerous,

diverse, and geographically dispersed school populations.

In Portugal, no psychology specialization has official

recognition, and only the title “psychologist” is regulated by

law (see Decree-law n8 57/2008). In order to work as a

psychologist in any area of professional psychology, it is

mandatory to be registered as an effective member of the

Portuguese Order of Psychologists, the organization that

represents and regulates psychology in Portugal. The terms

school psychologist, educational psychologist, or simply

psychologist are used interchangeably to designate psychol-

ogists working within the school system. For clarity and

consistence, the term school psychologist is used throughout

this article to refer to psychologists performing the functions

and roles defined by Decree-law n8 190/91.
Similar to what has happened in other countries, the

implementation of the Bologna Declaration in the Portuguese

university system introduced changes in the training process

of psychologists. This declaration aimed to create an overall

convergence and harmonization in the European higher

education system, facilitating the recognition of academic

degrees and qualifications, students’ mobility, and exchanges

between institutions. One of the major implications of the

Bologna Declaration was the agreement on a common

education system based on three cycles: bachelor’s degree (3

years), master’s degree (2 years), and doctorate degree (3

years) (see European Commission, 2013, for further details).

Before the Bologna Declaration, the training of

psychologists in Portugal was defined by three academic

degree levels: licentiate (4 or 5 years), master (2 years), and

doctoral (4 years). Only a licentiate degree was needed to

work as a psychologist. Most universities provided a

licentiate diploma in general psychology, preparing students

to work in different psychology fields. However, some

university programs offered opportunities for specialization

as part of the curriculum, including optional courses and

supervised training. Currently, with the Bologna Declara-

tion, the training of psychologists is composed of a three-

year general education program in psychology (bachelor)

plus an additional two-year period of graduate preparation

(master). The master’s degree level is now required to enter

into the profession and allows students to specialize in a

psychology field. Nevertheless, no national guidelines exist

regarding psychologists’ training, and programs differ in

their curricula and designation.

The importance of systematically gathering information

about school psychology services is recognized at national and

international levels as crucial to the development of school

psychology (Bramlett, Murphy, Johnson, Wallingsford, &

Hall, 2002; Oakland & Cunningham, 1992). Survey research

has a long tradition within the school psychology field and

has been frequently used to study school psychology as a

profession. The United States has been at the forefront of this

lineof research for several years,with theNationalAssociation

of School Psychologists (NASP) periodically studying the

field or supporting national surveys of its members since 1989

(Castillo, Curtis, &Gelley, 2012). Awide range of articles has

been published as a result of such efforts (e.g., Curtis, Grier, &

Hunley, 2003; Curtis et al., 2008; Curtis, Walker, Hunley, &
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Baker, 1999; Lewis, Truscott, &Volker, 2008; Reschly, 2000;

Reschly & Wilson, 1995), providing a consistent picture of

school psychology in the United States and revealing distinct

patterns of professional activities (Fagan & Wise, 2007).

Simultaneously, several researchers have contributed to

expand the knowledge about school psychology in other

countries (e.g., D’Amato, Van Schalkwyk, Zhao, &Hu, 2013;

Jordan, Hindes, & Saklofske, 2009; Raviv, Mashraki-

Pedhatzur, & Erhard, 2002; Schalkwyk & D’Amato, 2013;

Trombetta, Alessandri, & Coyne, 2008; Wang & D’Amato,

2013), with special emphasis on the International School

Psychology Survey (ISPS) developed under the leadership of

Shane Jimerson and the Research Committee of the

International School Psychology Association (ISPA) (see

Jimerson, Graydon, Curtis, & Staskal, 2007; Jimerson et al.,

2008; Jimerson, Annan, Skokut, & Renshaw, 2009).

A review of the literature reveals that no peer-reviewed

articles about Portuguese school psychology have been

published in international journals. At the national level,

several articles have addressed this issue, but mostly from a

theoretical and critical perspective. TheMinistry of Education

has conducted surveys on school psychology services (e.g.,

Centro Interdisciplinar de Estudos Económicos [CIDEC],

2006); however, results from these studies are not adequately

disclosed. The conceptual basis of these studies and the nature

of the data collected also limit comparisons with international

findings (Mendes, Abreu-Lima, & Almeida, 2013).

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to (a) identify the

main characteristics of Portuguese schools psychologists,

(b) describe the general conditions under which they work,

(c) provide specific information on their professional

practices, and (d) compare findings on an international

basis. This information can contribute to the advancement

of scientific knowledge about school psychology, both

nationally and internationally, by providing further under-

standing of the current status of school psychology as a

profession in Portugal. It is also of particular relevance,

given that the profession and school psychology services in

Portugal are in transition and that the future is uncertain.

The Portuguese Order of Psychologists is working toward

the creation of specialty areas in psychology, and the

Ministry of Education is thinking of reorganizing school

psychology services. It is hoped that the findings and

implications of this study can be used to inform and guide

policy makers, professional associations, practitioners, and

other interested parties in their positions and actions

regarding psychological practice in schools.

METHOD

Participants

A nationwide survey was conducted among school

psychologists working in public and private schools.

A total of 572 surveys were initiated and 495 completed.

However, 18 surveys were excluded because they were

completed by psychologists who were not working as

school psychology service technicians. Of the 477 school

psychologists who participated in the study, 88% were

women. The mean reported age was 38 years (SD ¼ 8.36,

range ¼ 24–61). Eighty percent of practitioners worked in

public schools and 20% in private schools. Taking into

account the best available estimates for the total number of

school psychologists working in the public education sector,

it is estimated that a response rate of 59% was obtained from

among this population. Given the constraints under which

data were collected from school psychologists in the private

education sector, it is not possible to determine a response

rate for this group.

Instrument

A survey was developed drawing on previous research in the

school psychology field (e.g., Bramlett et al., 2002; CIDEC,

2006; Jimerson et al., 2007; Jordan et al., 2009; Leitão,

Paixão, Silva, & Miguel, 2001; Raviv et al., 2002;

Trombetta et al., 2008) and on Web-based survey guidelines

(e.g., Dillman, Smith, & Christian, 2009). The survey

focused on central aspects of the school psychologist’s job

and addressed topics such as personal and professional

background information (e.g., sex, age, training, employ-

ment status, income, and years of experience as a school

psychologist in the current school), school settings

characteristics (e.g., type of educational establishment,

school psychologist-to-student and school psychologist-to-

school ratios), and professional practices (e.g., percentage

of time spent with different activities and target populations,

on an annual basis). Question formats included single- and

multiple-choice items as well as open-ended questions. For

a more detailed description of the development and content

of the survey, see Mendes et al. (2013).

Procedures

Data were collected between May and September of 2012

using an online survey format. Given the absence of an up-

to-date and publicly available list of school psychologists,

and organizational differences between the public and

private education sector, different strategies were devised

to reach participants. In public schools, the Ministry of

Education disseminated the surveys’ email invitation,

throughout the school network, via regional structures.

This invitation was addressed to the schools’ boards of

directors, who forwarded them to the school psychologists

working in their institutions. Private schools were located

using national databases, and school administrators were

contacted by the authors via email. Approximately 400

private schools were contacted, without previous infor-

mation on whether or not they had school psychology
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services. An accompanying hyperlink and password

allowed full access to the survey. The study was also

advertised among key persons and in social networking

websites; however, closed access mode was used to reduce

self-selection bias. The LimeSurvey online survey soft-

ware, version 1.91 þ build 120302, was used to implement

the survey. The survey software assigned a unique

identification number to each respondent, preventing

multiple replies from a single user, and sent reminders

and follow-up messages. It also validated responses,

preventing systematic missing data and guaranteeing the

quality of the data collected. Participants were also given

the option to provide their email address for further

contacts related to the survey, which was used exception-

ally to clarify responses. Participation was rewarded with

an electronic guidebook on the prevention of work-related

stress in the school setting. IBM SPSS version 21.0 was

used for data analysis.

RESULTS

Professional Characteristics

To better characterize and interpret the results, and

considering that several of the variables in analysis present

skewed distributions, four descriptive measures are

provided when appropriate, among which is the interquartile

range (IQR).

Respondents reported an average of 12 years of

experience as a school psychologist (SD ¼ 7.40,

Mdn ¼ 11, IQR ¼ 17 2 6). Twenty-four percent of the

sample had been engaged in school psychology for less than

6 years, 25% for 6 to 10 years, 21% for 11 to 15 years, and

30% for more than 15 years. The mean length of experience

in their current school was 8 years (SD ¼ 6.49, Mdn ¼ 7,

IQR ¼ 13 2 3), with respondents presenting the following

distribution by category: less than 6 years (44%), 6 to 10

years (19%), 11 to 15 years (24%), and more than 15 years

(13%). A strong positive correlation was found between

the number of years of experience as a school psychologist

and years of experience in the current school setting

(r ¼ .80, p , .001). This finding suggests higher career

stability, at least for more experienced school psycholo-

gists who worked in the same educational establishment

over time.

Employment Status and Salary

Fifty-six percent of the respondents reported being employed

under permanent contracts, 40% under fixed-term contracts

and 4% working as independent contractors. Ninety-four

percent were employed as full-time school psychologists.

The weekly hourly schedule of a full-time school

psychologist was 35 hours. Those employed on a part-

time basis (6%) reported working an average of 19 hours

per week (SD ¼ 5.82, Mdn ¼ 18, IQR ¼ 21 2 17). The

distribution of respondents per sector across employment

contract, workload, and salary categories is presented

in Table 1.

The percentage of participants who indicated that they

were working under permanent contracts, fixed-term

contracts, or as independent contractors, did not differ in

public and private education sectors, x2 (2, 477) ¼ 3.48,

p ¼ .18. However, a higher proportion of part-time positions

was found in private schools, x2 (1, 477) ¼ 25.20, p , .001.

Salary levels of the full-time school psychologists were not

equally distributed in the sample, varying according to the

type of educational establishment, x2 (3, 447) ¼ 55.61,

p , .001, and employment contract, x2 (6, 447) ¼ 355.34,

p , .001. The lowest salaries were more likely to be

reported by those working in private schools or under fixed-

term contracts, and the highest by those employed in public

schools or under permanent contracts.

Training Profile

Sixty-three percent of the respondents reported holding a

pre-Bologna licentiate degree, 35% a master’s degree, and

2% a doctoral degree. Most of the respondents (95%)

graduated before the implementation of the Bologna

Declaration. About 62% of the practitioners working

under fixed-term contracts or as independent contractors

reported having obtained a degree beyond the licentiate

level, whereas 39% of practitioners who were permanently

employed reported owning degrees beyond this level,

x2(1, 477) ¼ 31.98, p , .001. Table 2 presents the distri-

bution of areas of specialization for respondents at the

licentiate, master, and doctoral levels.

TABLE 1

School Psychologist’s Employment Status and Monthly Salaries

Public schools

(n ¼ 383)

Private schools

(n ¼ 94)

n % n %

Contract type

Permanent 218 56.9 48 51.1

Fix-term 152 39.7 39 41.5

Independent contractor 13 3.4 7 7.4

Workload

Full-time 370 96.6 77 81.9

Part-time 13 3.4 17 18.1

Monthly salaries

# 500 e 5 1.3 2 2.1

501 e–750 e 10 2.6 8 8.5

751 e–1000 e 5 1.3 21 22.3

1001e–1250 e 163 42.6 34 36.2

1251e–1500 e 67 17.5 15 16.0

$ 1501 e 133 34.7 14 14.9
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School Setting Characteristics

The most common employment setting for school

psychologists in the private education sector is the single-

school establishment (92%), while school psychologists

from public schools commonly reported serving one or

more school clusters (69%). School psychologists from

public schools reported covering an average of eight school

buildings (SD ¼ 7.20, Mdn ¼ 6, IQR ¼ 11 2 1), whereas

the majority of school psychologists from private schools

reported serving just one (SD ¼ 0.50, Mdn ¼ 1,

IQR ¼ 1 2 1). School psychologists working in school

clusters reported dedicating an average of 23 hours per week

(SD ¼ 6.49, Mdn ¼ 25, IQR ¼ 27 2 20) to the cluster’s

headquarters and 11 hours (SD ¼ 6.26, Mdn ¼ 10,

IQR ¼ 15 2 7) to the remaining schools.

Forty-six percent of participants worked in elementary

schools, 24% in secondary schools, and 30% in a

combination of elementary and secondary schools. The

majority of the respondents reported working in schools

that provide a wide range of education levels, facing the

challenge of responding to the needs of significantly

different age groups. For example, 37% of the respondents

reported serving children from preschool to the 9th grade,

and 24% from preschool to the 12th grade. The proportion

of school psychologists who worked with four or more

education levels was significantly higher in public schools

(67%) than in private schools (42%), x2 (1, 477) ¼ 19.95,

p , .001.

An average school psychologist-to-student ratio of

1:1131 was reported, although wide variation was

observed across schools (SD ¼ 725.91, Mdn ¼ 1:1000,

IQR ¼ 1:1500 – 1:600). This ratio was substantially higher

in public schools (M ¼ 1:1311, SD ¼ 678.62, Mdn

¼ 1:1200, IQR ¼ 1:1700 – 1:800) than in private schools

(M ¼ 1:400, SD ¼ 363.31, Mdn ¼ 1:300, IQR ¼ 1:455 –

1:197). The distribution of school psychologist-to-student

ratios in public and private schools is shown in Table 3.

The NASP (NASP, 2010) states that the school

psychologist-to-student ratio should not exceed 1:1000.

However, when school psychologists perform a broad-based

role, such as the one mandated by Portuguese law (Decree-

law n8 190/91), NASP (2010) recommends that this ratio

should be between 1:500 and 1:700 in order to ensure the

quality of student outcomes. Using the upper value of the

NASP (2010) recommended interval as a cut-off point

(i.e., 1:700), chi-square analysis revealed that there were

significantly more public schools (81%) working with

inadequate ratios than private schools (13%), x2 (1,

477) ¼ 158.57, p , .001. This difference stems from two

factors: public schools served on average larger student

populations (M ¼ 1424, SD ¼ 680.32, Mdn ¼ 1300,

IQR ¼ 1800 2 900) than private schools (M ¼ 615,

SD ¼ 497.08, Mdn ¼ 400, IQR ¼ 890 2 250) and hire

fewer school psychologists per school establishment

(M ¼ 1, SD ¼ 0.4, Mdn ¼ 1, IQR ¼ 1 2 1) compared

with private schools (M ¼ 2, SD ¼ 1.12, Mdn ¼ 1,

IQR ¼ 2 2 1).

Professional Practices

The participants were requested to estimate how their work

time was distributed by a list of common school psychology

activities. Results regarding the percentage of time spent in

those activities are reported in Table 4. Counseling,

psychoeducational evaluation, and vocational guidance

were found to be the activities to which practitioners

dedicated the greatest percentage of their time.

Practitioners reported spending the majority of their time

with students (M ¼ 56%, SD ¼ 14.85, Mdn ¼ 60%,

IQR ¼ 70 2 50), followed by teachers (M ¼ 14%,

TABLE 2

School Psychologists by Educational Background and Area of Specialization

Licentiate

(n ¼ 477)

Master

(n ¼ 174)

Doctoral

(n ¼ 9)

n % n % n %

Educational, developmental, vocational psychology 205 43.0 106 60.9 3 33.3

Clinical and health psychology 152 31.9 49 28.2 2 22.2

Other psychology fields (e.g., forensic, social and organizational psychology, etc.) 34 7.1 17 9.8 1 11.1

Without specialization 86 18.0 2 1.1 3 33.3

TABLE 3

Distribution of School Psychologist-to-Student Ratio

Public schools

(n ¼ 383)

Private schools

(n ¼ 94)

n % n %

1: , 350 13 3.4 60 63.8

1: 351–700 59 15.4 22 23.4

1: 701–1050 84 21.9 7 7.4

1: 1051–1400 89 23.2 3 3.2

1: 1401–1750 50 13.1 0 0

1: 1751–2100 40 10.4 1 1.1

1: .2101 48 12.5 1 1.1
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SD ¼ 6.55, Mdn ¼ 14%, IQR ¼ 20 2 10) and parents

(M ¼ 12%, SD ¼ 5.85, Mdn ¼ 10%, IQR ¼ 15 2 10).

School psychologists spent the least amount of time with

other specialists from their schools and/or local commu-

nities (M ¼ 9%, SD ¼ 6.64, Mdn ¼ 8 %, IQR ¼ 12 2 5),

with the school’s board of directors (M ¼ 6%, SD ¼ 5.08,

Mdn ¼ 5%, IQR ¼ 10 2 4), and with nonprofessional staff

(M ¼ 3%, SD ¼ 2.70, Mdn ¼ 2%, IQR ¼ 5 2 0).

Results concerning the time spent with different

education levels and teaching modalities are presented in

Table 5. In elementary schools, school psychologists

reported spending most of their time with the highest

education levels. On the other hand, in schools that combine

elementary and secondary education, the lower education

levels seem to consume the majority of practitioners’ time.

In these two types of school establishment, the percentage of

time dedicated to preschool education was considerably

smaller. Generally, school psychologists reported spending

the majority of their time with general rather than with

special education.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the state of school

psychology as a profession in Portugal through the

distribution of a national survey. Although the status of

school psychology has been explored in other countries, to

date no comparable study has been made in Portugal. The

findings of this study address this information gap by

providing a picture of Portuguese school psychologists,

their working conditions, and professional practices in 2012.

The demographic data collected demonstrate that the

majority of school psychologists in Portugal are female.

This trend is consistent with previous findings that point to

the increasing feminization of the school psychology field

in other countries (e.g., Albania, Australia, China [Hong

Kong], Cyprus, Estonia, Georgia, Greece, Italy, New

Zealand, Northern England, Russia, and the United States)

(Jimerson et al., 2007; Jimerson et al., 2008; Jimerson et al.,

2009) and of the field of psychology in general (Curtis et al.,

2003). Data related to age and years of professional

experience allow us to characterize Portuguese school

psychologists as a relatively young professional group, with

years of professional experience reflecting the practitioners’

ages. The late appearance of psychology courses in

Portuguese universities (late 1970s) and the late entry of

psychologists into schools (early 1980s) may account for

this fact. Indeed, as in preceding ISPS data, the ranges of

school psychologists’ ages and years of professional

experience appear to be related to the number of years the

profession has existed in the country (Jimerson et al., 2007).

The pre-Bologna licentiate degree was the most common

academic degree held by school psychologists, followed by

the master’s degree. However, it is expected that this trend

will be reversed in the coming years. Due to the guidelines

of the Bologna Declaration and the requirements of the

Portuguese Order of Psychologists, a master’s degree is now

mandatory to enter the profession. Nevertheless, the

requirement for a higher academic degree does not

TABLE 5

Percentage of Time Spent, on an Annual Basis, With Different Education Levels and Teaching Modalities by Type of Educational Establishment

Elementary school (n ¼ 217) Secondary school (n ¼ 116)

Elementary and secondary school

(n ¼ 144)

M SD Mdn IQR M SD Mdn IQR M SD Mdn IQR

Preschool 9 10.65 5 10 2 2 7 8.85 5 10 2 1

1st–4th grades 22 14.31 20 30 2 12 17 11.03 15 20 2 10

5th–6th grades 25 13.20 25 30 2 20 21 12.42 20 30 2 14

7th–9th grades 28 14.56 30 35 2 20 36 23.42 40 55 2 20 27 12.99 25 30 2 20

Vocational basic educationa 9 10.08 10 10 2 2 20 18.75 10 30 2 5 9 7.50 7 12 2 5

10th–12th grades 27 18.94 20 38 2 15 9 9.20 7 13 2 2

Vocational secondary educationa 30 29.76 20 50 2 10 7 8.05 5 10 2 1

Special education 13 15.70 10 20 2 0 12 11.86 10 20 2 0 12 10.29 10 15 2 5

a Concerns grades 5–9.
b Concerns grades 10–12.

TABLE 4

Percentage of Time Spent in Different Professional Activities on an

Annual Basis

M SD Mdn IQR

Counseling students 20 11.27 20 25 2 10

Psychoeducational evaluation 19 10.57 20 25 2 10

Vocational guidance 18 11.98 15 25 2 10

Special education-related activities 13 8.94 10 15 2 5

Promotion 6 6.09 5 10 2 0

Prevention 5 4.88 5 8 2 1

Community liaison 4 3.43 5 5 2 2

Training and consultation to

parents/family

6 4.21 5 10 2 2

Training and consultation to

teachers/school staff

9 6.85 8 13 2 4

Research 1 2.06 0 2 2 0
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necessarily translate into an increase in education and

training. After the implementation of the Bologna Declara-

tion, 5 years of studies correspond to a master’s degree,

when previously this degree typically required 7 years of

training.

Professionals working under temporary employment

contracts generally hold a higher level of academic

preparation, which may be a consequence of efforts to

adapt to a more competitive and unstable job market. Since

a specific training curriculum is not required for licensing as

a school psychologist, a wide range of specialization areas

was also observed among practitioners. This trend may

change in the forthcoming years, due to the Bologna

Declaration. As a consequence of this policy shift,

universities are now providing students with more

opportunities for specialization in school or educational

psychology, which will lead to the training of specialized

rather than generalist psychologists.

The employment conditions for school psychologists

vary widely in public and private schools, with the former

presenting more challenging conditions in terms of school

psychologist-to-student ratios, number of schools, and

education levels served. The average ratio of 1:1311

observed in public schools is clearly above the NASP (2010)

recommended ratio of 1:500 to 1:700, with 81% of the

respondents from this sector reporting to work with ratios

above this interval, and 60% serving a population exceeding

1,000 students. Therefore, the high ratios found in a

substantial number of public schools are of significant

concern, jeopardizing the quality of the services delivered

by practitioners. They may also preclude practitioners from

engaging in practices that have been consistently recognized

as more desirable (e.g., intervention and prevention) and as

more likely to produce positive outcomes in students (Curtis

et al., 2003).

As previously mentioned, many students within the

public education system do not have access to school

psychology services. According to official data (POR-

DATA, 2012), in the 2011–2012 school year, a total of

1,528,197 preschool and school-aged children were

attending public schools. Taking into account the average

school psychologist-to-student ratio found in public schools,

one can estimate that the sample of 383 school

psychologists covered 33% of the students within the public

education sector. If this ratio is taken as representing the

reality of this sector, and using the official estimate of a total

population of 650 school psychologists in the country, one

can infer that by the time this study was conducted only 56%

of the preschool and school-aged children were covered by

school psychology services. Since the total number of

school psychologists in private schools is unknown, this

generalization cannot be applied to the private education

sector.

Although no recommended value of school psychologist-

to-school ratio exists at this time, it is clear that the

challenge to provide comprehensive quality psychology

services increases with the number of schools served

(Thomas, 2000). The Portuguese public school network has

been recently reorganized, creating more geographically

dispersed school clusters, encompassing more school

establishments and larger student populations, ranging

from preschool to the 12th grade. Implementation of this

reorganization needs to be combined with a strong policy to

recruit school psychologists, in order to prevent further

degrading school psychologist-to-student ratios in public

schools. Investing in recruiting and retaining school

psychologists is also crucial at a time when compulsory

education has been expanded from 9 to 12 years.

The distribution of school psychologists’ time among the

different activities points to professional practices still being

tied to traditional roles. However, contrary to what has been

observed in other countries surveyed with ISPS (e.g., China

[Hong Kong], Germany, Northern England, Russia, and the

United States) (Jimerson et al., 2007) and systematically

reported in the United States literature (e.g., Bramlett et al.,

2002; Curtis et al., 2008; Curtis et al., 1999; Fagan & Wise,

2007; Reschly, 2000; Reschly & Wilson, 1995), Portuguese

school psychologists did not report to be primarily engaged

in testing or assessment activities. These activities are

respectively distinguished by NASP (2003) as the process of

administrating and scoring tests versus using a multimethod,

multisource, and multisetting approach to gather infor-

mation for evaluation purposes.

Results not only reflect a balance between the average

time spent in evaluation and counseling practices, but also

reveal that a considerable amount of practitioner’s time is

allocated to other professional services, such as vocational

guidance. The role of the school psychologist in Portugal

has historically been connected to the provision of

vocational guidance services. Over the years, several legal

documents have reinforced this role, namely concerning

screening and referral of at-risk students to vocational

education (e.g., Joint Order n8 453/2004, Ordinance n8 292-
A/2012). Therefore, it is not surprising that this activity

came up as the third most time-consuming professional

practice. According to CIDEC (2006), vocational guidance

activities tend to be concentrated on students in the 9th and

12th grades, when major academic transitions occur.

Respondents as a whole reported spending less than

one-sixth of their total work time with special education–

related activities. This finding suggests that practitioners in

Portugal are less involved in the referral, testing, and

placement of students, activities that are central to school

psychological practice in the United States. Instead,

practitioners seem to engage in a broader service delivery

role that addresses all students rather than special education

populations. On the other hand, results indicate that a

significant amount of the school psychologists’ time is spent

conducting assessment for purposes other than special

education eligibility.
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Although practitioners appear to reach beyond the

traditional role of “tester,” it seems they struggle to move

away from direct remedial intervention functions toward

more ecological and prevention-oriented services. Similar

to the results in most countries previously surveyed with

ISPS (Jimerson et al., 2007; Jimerson et al., 2008; Jimerson

et al., 2009), Portuguese school psychologists reported

spending limited time in prevention and promoting well-

ness. The time spent in the provision of indirect services,

such as training and consultation with parents and families,

teachers and school staff, was also noticeably low.

Compared with their colleagues in the majority of those

countries, Portuguese school psychologists appear to be

relatively less engaged in consultation practices.

Consistent with prior studies (e.g., Bramlett et al., 2002;

Jordan et al., 2009; Oakland & Cunningham, 1992),

Portuguese school psychologists’ involvement in research-

related activities is practically nonexistent. Research is

considered to be one of the school psychologist’s roles and

typically identified as very relevant to professional practice

by practitioners around the world (e.g., Australia, China

[Hong Kong], Cyprus, Greece, New Zealand, Northern

England, Russia, Switzerland, and the United States)

(Jimerson et al., 2007; Jimerson et al., 2008; Jimerson

et al., 2009). However, as Fagan and Wise (2007)

emphasized, when called upon to perform so many tasks,

research may be seen as less of a priority. Furthermore,

these authors remark that schools have not traditionally

encouraged or given time for practitioners to conduct

research, and even when they do, practitioners may lack the

competencies and technical support to carry it out

independently.

Practitioners’ time distribution among different target

audiences also points to a professional practice primarily

focused on psychologist-child interaction. This represents

what Gutkin and Conoley (1990) call the “Paradox of

School Psychology,” observing that school psychologists

tend to focus their intervention on children, even though to

serve them more effectively professionals should first and

foremost concentrate their attention and professional

expertise on adults (i.e., parents, teachers, and also

principals). These authors state that, since the primary

environments in which children are functioning, such as

home and school, are mainly controlled by adults,

intervention focused on children is at best palliative.

Therefore, they propose a service delivery model that

emphasizes the provision of indirect (e.g., training and

consultation) rather than direct services (e.g., counseling

and psychotherapy), as the best way to maximize the

potential impact of school psychology services, both on the

children’s significant adults and the children themselves.

Concerning working in schools that offered a wide range

of education levels, school psychologists reported focusing

on students in the higher education levels rather than on

younger children. In this context of wide education levels

and inappropriate school psychologist-to-student ratios,

practitioners may be restrained by heavy demands and lack

of opportunity to implement preventive and early interven-

tion services. Such a deficit-oriented model not only

perpetuates a greater demand for school psychologists to

assess, diagnose, and treat students’ problems (Ehrhardt-

Padgett, Hatzichristou, Kitson, & Meyers, 2004), but also

interferes with the delivery of more effective school

psychology services (Sheridan & Gutkin, 2000).

Although this study has described patterns of activity for

Portuguese school psychologists as a whole, it is important

to underline that results point to interindividual differences

in how practitioners perform their job. As Fagan and Wise

(2007, p. 107) observed, “currently no two school

psychologists spend their time in exactly the same way,”

adding that the practice of each individual school

psychologist is influenced by a combination of factors,

namely personal characteristics, training background,

professional skills, and job-site characteristics, which may

account for the variability found in this study.

Study Limitations

This study contributes valuable information about school

psychology and school psychologists in Portugal. However,

a number of issues should be highlighted and deserve

consideration. First, the absence of a complete and updated

list of the population under study, as well as their respective

contacts, has posed challenges to sampling and data

collection. This limitation impaired the use of random

sampling methods, which would allow safer generalizations

of the results. Though the survey was disseminated

throughout the entire public-school network, there are no

guarantees that it reached all public-school psychologists,

since survey invitations were addressed to the school’s

board of directors. On the other hand, and despite the efforts

to contact as many private schools as possible, the authors

are aware that probably not all members of the target

population were reached. Not knowing the number of school

psychologists working in the private sector also precludes

an estimation of the percentage of these practitioners

covered in this study. Finally, it is important to note that the

results obtained rely on self-reported and retrospective data,

which are prone to respondent bias. School psychologists

reported their perceptions of how they distribute their

working time; however, this is only an estimate, and is

susceptible to inaccuracies.

Implications

This study depicts the current situation of school

psychology in Portugal and has identified needs to improve

psychological services for students at all education levels.

To that end, several implications can be drawn from this

study that may have value to school psychologists, their
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employers and trainers, researchers, policy makers, and

professional associations.

An immediate practical implication regards the identi-

fication of public and private school establishments where

school psychological services are available. Additionally,

an up-to-date list of the school psychology providers

operating in those establishments, with respective pro-

fessional contacts, should be developed. This information

can be crucial to stimulate and design future research on the

profession. A related issue is strengthening the network of

practitioners to enhance communication and unified action

to advance psychological practice in schools. Involving the

universities in the establishment and consolidation of this

network would have the added value of strengthening

practitioner-researcher networks.

Implications for policy can also be derived from this

study. A major priority concerns the necessity of improving

the employment policies and working conditions of school

psychologists, which have degraded over the years.

Maintaining this tendency may negatively impact the

profession by reducing the appeal of school psychology to

students and dispelling more experienced and apt

professionals away from the field.

A parallel priority refers to the development of the

current policy framework of school psychology services.

The legislation regulating these services has not been

updated in 20 years, and it needs revision to accompany the

evolution of the education system and of the profession

itself. Moreover, what is written in the law has not been

fully realized in the field. For example, the foreseen

multidisciplinary teams and the continuing education of the

professionals have not been implemented and services lack

guidelines and coordination structures. This development

should be coupled with a clear definition of school

psychology’s scope and functions. The definition of the

profession is typically required to delineate its legal status,

to assert its credibility next to the public and other

professions (Oakland & Jimerson, 2007), and to set

reasonable expectations regarding the profession. Thus, it

is important to advance with a national statement that

defines the specialty of school psychology and clarifies

school psychologists’ roles and responsibilities.

As a result of the absence of professional guidelines, the

delivery of school psychology services has been left to the

discretion of each practitioner and/or school board. This

lack of standardization of professional practices hampers

the establishment of a cohesive and nationally recognized

profession (Jordan et al., 2009). Accordingly, it is essential

to develop national guidelines for psychological practice

in schools, in order to provide guidance and technical

assistance to practitioners, as well as to promote

consistency, quality, and excellence of the services

provided. Such documents should consider psychologists’

ethical obligations, the current legislation impacting the

profession, and evidence-based practices.

The information gathered in this study may assist in the

development of the aforementioned policies and guidelines.

The results show that although school psychologists fill

other roles, direct remediative practices that have been

dominant throughout the history of the profession are still

prevalent in Portuguese school psychology. Future policy

frameworks and guidelines should firmly advocate for more

comprehensive and prevention-oriented services to help

the profession grow in this direction. National recommen-

dations for establishing appropriate and justifiable school

psychologist-to-student ratios are missing and need to be

produced, in order to clarify those who are unaware of their

impact on the nature and quality of the services delivered by

school psychologists.

Several issues in the training and professional develop-

ment of school psychologists should also be addressed. At

this level, it is critical to develop national guidelines for

university preparation of school psychologists. These

guidelines should include expectations for professional

knowledge and skills, content of the curriculum, field

experience, and practical training. They should reflect the

educational and mental health contexts unique to Portugal,

and ensure that students acquire a broader range of

knowledge and professional skills in the psychology and

education domains. International guidelines can be con-

sidered when designing such documents (e.g., ISPA, 2009;

NASP, 2010). Until these guidelines are available, findings

underline the importance of understanding whether the

training programs are properly emphasizing and preparing

psychology students to provide indirect and preventive

services, or if they are contributing to the maintenance of

traditional roles by focusing on assessment and clinical

processes.

No less important is to establish a model for the

continuing education and supervision of the school

psychologists already in the field, especially when

considering their diverse educational backgrounds.

Although continuous education and supervision are

routinely offered by universities and private organizations,

not all practitioners have access to them due to financial and

geographical constraints. Looking at how school psychol-

ogists’ time is actually spent, there is clearly a need to

expand and reinforce, through professional development

activities, the professional knowledge and skills in the

provision of indirect and preventive services, research, and

evaluation activities. Although recommended by law

(Decree-law n8 190/91), but never implemented, the

celebration of agreements between the Ministry of

Education, universities, and scientific and professional

associations, is a good principle and would allow for a

sustainable development of the profession.

Finally, it is essential to introduce a research agenda

for school psychology. Immediate targets for research

could include understanding the procedures and method-

ologies adopted by school psychologists in their areas of
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activity. Equally important is to evaluate the impact and

outcomes of the services delivered by school psycholo-

gists. The results of these studies can help establish a

baseline from which to design plans of action for school

psychologists to provide more effective and evidence-

based services. Future research should try to clarify the

relationships between the professional practices and

characteristics of school psychologists and workplace

variables. Analysis of professional issues such as training,

ethics, job satisfaction, and perceptions about school

psychology, is also important to increase the knowledge

about the profession in Portugal. In addition, periodic

surveys are needed to monitor changes within the

profession and to evaluate whether the changes occurring

are in a desirable direction. Another related area for

research is the study of the impact of new educational

policies on school psychologists’ work. A recent example

is the passage of Decree-law n8 3/2008, which redefined

assessment for special education eligibility within the

framework and taxonomy of the International Classifi-

cation of Functioning, Disability, and Health-ICF. An

evaluation of the implementation of this law confirmed

changes in the identification and assessment of children

with special needs, with implications for school psychol-

ogists (Sanches-Ferreira et al., 2012), resulting in

recommendations of new models for psychological

practice in the schools (Simeonsson & Lee, 2013).

CONCLUSION

This study advances the knowledge of school psychology

in Portugal. Based on a nationwide survey to school

psychologists employed in public and private schools, it

provides valuable information regarding the practitioners’

profiles, their working conditions, and their professional

practices. Presently, Portugal is undergoing a severe

economic crisis that is impacting school psychology

services. It is anticipated that future studies will reveal a

deterioration of practitioners’ working conditions, which

will surely be reflected in professional practices. More than

ever, and in the context of an economic crisis, it is important

to increase school psychology research in Portugal, not only

to provide practitioners opportunities for self-reflection and

self-monitoring, but also to demonstrate to key stakeholders

the effectiveness of what professionals are doing and that

their presence in schools matters.
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