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Preface 

Schools can be regarded as intricate and dynamic ecosystems 
where the cognitive, social-emotional, and behavioral 
requirements of students converge with the educational objectives 
set by educators, administrators, and communities. Psychology in 
the Schools: An Introduction to the Theoretical and Practical 
Foundations attempts to shed light on such connections, leading 
readers through the theories, frameworks, and strategies that 
demonstrate how psychology can enhance educational settings. 
This book aims to offer a coherent, research-based overview of the 
broad role of school psychology, from grasping the developmental 
and emotional needs of students to executing evidence-based 
interventions throughout entire systems. 

In recent decades, there has been a growing emphasis on the early 
identification of mental health issues, preventing academic failure, 
and enhancing overall student well-being. Consequently, school 
psychologists and educators have increasingly embraced 
interventions based on cognitive-behavioral, ecological, and 
systemic models. These methods acknowledge the relationships 
among individual student characteristics, classroom 
environments, and the larger school settings. This publication, 
therefore, provides emerging practitioners, educators, graduate 
students, and researchers with accessible insights into essential 
theoretical foundations and practical approaches that improve 
school-based practices. 

The chapters in the book are structured in a manner to reflect both 
the concerns that may arise at the individual level—such as a 
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student experiencing daily pressures giving rise to anxiety and 
stress—and issues at the broader systems that influence outcomes, 
including overarching policies and school-wide collaborative 
efforts. We start by exploring key theories related to child and 
adolescent growth, psychosocial behavior, and ecological 
principles, which serve as the foundation for specific interventions 
at different levels of support. The volume then broadens its scope 
to tackle urgent issues in the current educational environment: 
universal, selective, and indicated prevention and intervention 
strategies; approaches for addressing bullying and promoting 
positive peer relationships; effective practices for assisting 
students with emotional and behavioral challenges; and the 
complex processes involved in executing Multi-Tiered Systems of 
Support (MTSS) and Response to Intervention (RTI) frameworks. 

This book stresses the importance of diverse culturally responsive 
and evidence-based approaches by presenting a range of strategies 
to plan and design tailored assessments and intervention 
programs for students with specific risks and school-wide 
programs to improve the experience of the educational 
community. The text demonstrates the application of fundamental 
behavioral and cognitive principles in actual school settings, while 
conversations regarding legal and ethical considerations, 
cooperation between families and schools, and collaborative 
partnerships among professionals illustrate the diverse roles of 
modern school psychologists. 

We trust that this book will assist you in multiple ways: by serving 
as a guide to the basics of school psychology, as a resource of 
practical techniques for meeting emotional, behavioral, and 
academic needs, and as a reminder that educational environments 



Psychology in Schools                      xv 
 

flourish when psychological principles effectively integrate with 
the realities of daily teaching and learning. The material included 
has been thoughtfully chosen and shaped by recent research, best-
practice recommendations, and the authors’ shared experiences in 
both educational and clinical contexts. 



 

 

Chapter 1 
Understanding School Psychology 

1. Why School Psychology Matters 

Imagine a high school student named Andy who experiences 
challenges with both anxiety and academic performance and feels 
overwhelmed during class. According to his teacher, he rarely 
raises a hand to participate in class activities and finds it difficult 
to keep up with reading assignments. At home, his parents report 
that Andy often complains of stomachaches before school. In this 
situation, a school psychologist can play a pivotal role in 
conceptualizing and resolving the problem. More specifically, by 
collaborating with teachers, parents, and other support personnel, 
the school psychologist can assist in developing strategies to 
mitigate Andy’s anxiety and adapt the instruction in order to 
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address and accommodate his academic needs. For instance, the 
school psychologist may propose relaxation strategies to cope with 
stress and anxiety at school and/or implement a targeted reading 
intervention program to improve his reading self-efficacy. 
Gradually, Andy may initiate to become more relaxed, engage in 
class discussions and activities, and complete assignments on time 
and with decreased reports of somatic complaints. This significant 
transition draws attention to the practical and key role of school 
psychologists in schools and emphasizes the necessity of 
understanding the value of their practice in students’ mental 
health and academic achievement. 

School psychology, at its heart, involves the seamless transfer of 
psychological knowledge to practice in education (National 
Association of School Psychologists [NASP]). Professionals in this 
area use their expertise and knowledge in mental health, learning 
disorders, and behavioral issues to promote an environment of 
support for students in the school system. Using evidence-based 
intervention programs and theoretical models, school 
psychologists respond to a broad array of issues, such as students’ 
social-emotional and academic problems, as well as implementing 
school-wide interventions to prevent potential mental health 
issues to enhance students’ well-being and academic performance 
(American Psychological Association [APA]). Because of this dual 
focus, integrating conceptual understanding of human 
development and behavior with practical educational experiences, 
school psychology is a significant specialization in the education 
field right now. 

In fact, school psychologists are invaluable resources who identify, 
prevent, and respond to issues in the system to make changes and 
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accommodate diverse needs in schools. Their participation and 
engagement may vary from providing individual-level 
interventions (e.g., supporting a student to develop their coping 
mechanisms) to offering consultation services to teachers (e.g., 
discussing current evidence-based classroom management 
strategies). They can potentially also offer and lead school-wide 
anti-bullying programs or mental health awareness events. 
Through integrating psychological theory with current 
educational research to find effective and practical solutions, 
school psychologists refine learning environments to foster 
students’ academic success as well as their emotional health and 
well-being (National Association of School Psychologists [NASP]). 

Finally, the field’s central mission clearly responds to the question 
“Why does school psychology matter?”. The field’s central mission 
is to support student learning and development as well as foster 
positive educational experiences for everyone in schools. Achieving 
this central mission requires capable professionals trained in 
analyzing data, partnering with stakeholders, and implementing 
interventions that address both individual and system-level 
challenges. Moving forward in this textbook, we will examine how 
underpinning theories, combined with evidence-based practices, 
inform these endeavors. Each chapter illustrates how the theoretical 
perspectives of psychology inform practical procedures and stages 
in educational settings to ensure that students such as Andy can 
succeed academically, socially, and emotionally. 

2. Foundations and Evolution of School Psychology 

The origin of the school psychology field can be traced back to the 
late 19th century when Lightner Witmer (Figure 1) established a 
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psychological clinic at the University of Pennsylvania in 1896 to 
address learning disabilities among school children (Philips, 1990), 
which initially attended to identifying and evaluating individual 
learning or behavioral issues. Shortly thereafter, Arnold Gesell 
(Figure 1) became the first individual in the United States to be 
officially recognized as a school psychologist in 1915, marking an 
important milestone in the field’s growing acceptance at a broader 
level. 

Figure 1: Lightner Witmer (1867-1956) and Arnold Lucius Gesell 
(1880 – 1961) 

 

In the early days, school psychologists focused largely on 
conducting mental assessments and labeling students in order to 
identify those in need of special education. However, over the years, 
the scope of this field has expanded. Changes in perspectives on 
child development, along with key legislative changes, contributed 
to a gradual growth in the responsibilities of school psychologists. 
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A significant piece of legislation was Public Law 94-142, known as 
the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, which was 
enacted in 1975. This law mandated that students with disabilities 
receive a free and appropriate public education, resulting in a 
heightened need for skilled professionals who could evaluate 
students’ needs and help create tailored interventions. 

However, as the field evolved, school psychologists shifted away 
from a framework that focused solely on assessment toward 
addressing significant system-wide needs and challenges. 
Although the responsibilities of testing and determining eligibility 
continued, there was an increasing focus on prevention, 
consultation, and intervention strategies in educational settings. In 
particular, the development of Multitiered Systems of Support 
(MTSS; Figure 2) and Response to Intervention (RTI) methods 
constituted a significant paradigmatic change. Instead of only 
conducting assessments when a student was noticeably struggling, 
schools began to regularly track student progress and provide 
tiered interventions that were in line with the academic and 
behavioral needs of students. 

Figure 2: The Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) Process in 
Schools 
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This evolution in the field co-occurred with the establishment of 
professional bodies such as the National Association of School 
Psychologists in 1969 (Farling & Agner, 1979). By establishing 
professional standards and offering training protocols, these 
organizations emphasized the significance of holistic and 
thorough methods for addressing students’ needs. Today, school 
psychologists not only evaluate students’ academic capabilities 
and emotional well-being but also advise on effective teaching and 
learning strategies, collaborate on mental health initiatives, and 
assist in implementing changes in the educational systems to foster 
a positive educational atmosphere. 

In brief, the development of the field—from fundamental mental 
assessments to advanced, multilayered service provision—
illustrates its significant progress and flexible nature. By 
examining the roots and development of school psychology, one 
can recognize how this specialty continues to expand—from 
narrow assessment practices to robust, child-centered, and school-
focused solutions that leverage both historical insights and 
contemporary best practices. 

3. Functions and Roles of School Psychologists 

School psychologists today fulfill a range of functions far beyond 
traditional classroom assessment and placement determination. 
Based on NASP and APA guidelines, school psychologists are 
prepared to work on academic, behavioral, and social-emotional 
issues using a combination of mental health services, evidence-
based interventions, and developmental collaboration with school 
staff. This multidisciplinary role allows them to act as a direct 
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interface to the student and work with teachers, administrators, 
and families to design positive learning environments. 

School psychologists, for example, probably spend part of a day 
talking to an educator about a student’s reading difficulties, 
looking at the sample of curriculum-based assessments to monitor 
their progress, or recommending interventions tailored to the 
child’s specific characteristics and needs. Additionally, school 
psychologists may conduct a counseling session for a student who 
is subject to bullying and experiences stress and anxiety. They may 
attend a school-wide meeting about positive behavior 
interventions or work with community mental health providers on 
referrals for more intensive services. All these diverse tasks 
represent the broad nature of the discipline, ranging from 
individual and group intervention programs to system-level 
consultation. 

Collaboration is a keystone of this profession, as school 
psychologists often meet with teachers to formulate approaches 
for teaching and classroom management in order to increase and 
promote students’ participation and engagement. They also meet 
with parents and guardians to interpret assessment results, offer 
guidance on supporting children at home, and clarify the steps for 
accessing special education services. Among other things, they 
often work in collaboration with principals or district 
administrators to develop and implement policies that promote 
academic achievement and emotional health and functioning. 

Finally, these duties demonstrate the dual focus on identifying and 
supporting the individual students, in addition to establishing and 
supporting high-performing schools. Leveraging mental health 
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screening and academic interventions, school psychologists are 
uniquely well-suited to address a variety of needs. No matter 
whether they offer crisis intervention, functional behavioral 
assessment, or work behind the scenes to refine the school-wide 
policy, their daily practice highlights the significant and changing 
contribution of psychology to today’s educational perspective. 

4. Theoretical Underpinnings and Practical Applications 

School psychology is based on diverse psychological theories that 
inform how professionals understand and deal with issues in 
educational environments. Notably, behaviorism (Skinner, 1953) 
provides an understanding of how rewards and consequences 
influence student behavior, which often guides classroom 
management strategies like token economies or positive behavior 
interventions. Cognitive-developmental models (Piaget, 1970) 
emphasize the stages of children’s cognitive growth, indicating 
that tasks should align with each student’s developmental level. 
At the same time, social-emotional learning focuses on the concept 
that emotional intelligence and relational skills can significantly 
enhance academic achievement (Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2020). 

Another significant viewpoint is Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems model (1979), which highlights how children develop 
across intersecting social layers, such as family, peer group, and 
school environment. School psychologists employ this framework 
to examine factors affecting students’ development, overall well-
being, and academic success. In particular, teachers’ disciplinary 
approaches or the overarching policies of a school district are 
factors of these broader contexts that can affect a student’s 
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emotional/behavioral functioning and, ultimately, their academic 
achievement. 

Even though these theoretical foundations may vary in their focus 
or dimensions, they unite in a shared objective: Applying research-
based principles to real-life situations. For example, taking a 
behavioral perspective has the potential to affect classroom 
routines and incentive systems, while a cognitive-developmental 
perspective might shape/change the organization of lessons. 
Likewise, social-emotional learning initiatives could incorporate 
skill-building exercises—such as managing conflicts or regulating 
emotions—into the everyday curriculum. By integrating these 
concepts into practical intervention strategies, school 
psychologists contribute to forming environments where not only 
academic success is made possible but also the requirements for 
students’ social, cognitive, and emotional development are 
facilitated. 

As we advance through this book, these viewpoints will be 
revisited in various situations to help us understand how to design 
practical interventions, carry out assessments, and offer 
consultation. This link between theory and practice highlights the 
core of school psychology: A combination of empirical 
understanding and effective strategies that has the potential to 
significantly influence children, educators, stakeholders, and the 
larger educational community.  
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5. Challenges and Opportunities in Modern School 
Psychology 

School psychology is continually developing with the influence of 
new research, societal shifts, and policy changes, which, in turn, 
refine practitioners’ responses to the needs of students and 
schools. For instance, heightened awareness of trauma-informed 
approaches has made this a topic of concern, as to how adverse 
childhood experiences can have adverse impacts on students’ 
learning and behavior. Hence, school psychologists can help 
teachers identify signs of trauma and adapt their teaching 
strategies in order to implement more sensitive, individualized 
strategies. Simultaneously, with the acceleration in the need for 
culturally responsive interventions, there has been a raised 
concern regarding the need to culturally value the backgrounds of 
the students and adapt assessment or counseling models in 
accordance with each student’s cultural background. 

Likewise, emerging technology is transforming both assessment 
and intervention, as digital tools (e.g., online behavior-tracking 
systems or virtual reality simulations) might deliver immediate 
and valuable data to enable schools to develop efficient solutions 
to make timely changes to their interventions. For instance, schools 
may utilize software such as ClassDojo, Bloomz, Classcraft, 
Mytaptrack, and PBIS Rewards to track student behavior in 
schools. These platforms enable educators to document and 
observe student behaviors effectively, sometimes incorporating 
features that allow for sharing updates with parents as well. Yet 
these technologies also present certain issues regarding data 
security, equitable access, and staff training. School psychologists 
are frequently in the position of being on the cutting edge of such 
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dialogues, guiding technology use in a responsible and productive 
manner. 

The other major challenge is the increase in mental health crises 
(e.g., anxiety, depression, and self-harm behaviors) among 
students. Accordingly, school psychologists need to further evolve 
their model by combining evidence-based treatments with 
prevention approaches to address problems before they escalate. 
As an example, many schools are beginning to focus on universal 
screening, whereby risk factors and warning signs are identified 
early in order to prevent escalation of the issues and employ 
standardized and tailored interventions compatible with the levels 
of risk faced by individual students (National Association of 
School Psychologists [NASP]). 

Together with these multi-faceted challenges and complexities, 
ranging from trauma-informed approaches to technological 
innovations, it is required to develop adaptive and data-driven 
approaches. School psychologists’ dedication to evidence-based 
approaches continues to be fundamental, but they should be open 
to continued innovation. The application of well-established 
strategies and newly emerging insights together ensures that 
modern school psychology remains a dynamic profession.  
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Chapter 2 
Theoretical Frameworks in School 

Psychology 

1. Purpose of the Chapter 

School psychologists consistently work across a wide spectrum of 
concerns (e.g., academic learning difficulties, social-emotional 
development, and problem behaviors) in dynamic educational 
environments. Within these complexities, theoretical models are of 
significant use as guidelines and protocols to lead school 
psychologists’ reasoning, inform clinical practice decisions, and 
promote appropriate working relationships with the family and 
other professionals. In this chapter, we explain the mechanisms 
and factors influencing learning, behavior, and development. 
These theories can be employed by practitioners to assess, develop, 
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and implement interventions adapted for individual students 
and/or school populations. 

Therefore, the provided support and service for students must not 
be random but systematically related to theories and evidence of 
what contributes to student performance. At the beginning of the 
chapter, it is highlighted how theory exerts a direct influence on 
the development of valid prevention programs, how it shapes 
collaboration across different areas of expertise, and finally, how it 
guides the development of its assessment practice. Then, it 
recognizes the variety of real-life contexts to which theories may 
be applied. For instance, it can be used to facilitate early literacy 
for students, promote teacher-family relationships, and provide 
models for culturally adapted mental health interventions. Last, 
this chapter outlines the major constructs to be discussed in the 
following chapters and provides insights into the theoretical 
implications to clarify key areas in school psychology. 

1.1. Rationale for Using Theory in School Psychology 

Theory is a significant guide for school psychologists to define and 
address students’ complex needs, both individually and 
collectively. Instead of relying on their intuitions, psychologists 
ground their intervention plans in theoretical models to 
systematically identify the underlying causes of distress and 
predict the consequences of diverse treatment interventions. In 
practice, this might be actualized by employing ecological theories 
to fully understand how peer relationships, teacher-student 
dynamics, and family contexts simultaneously influence a child’s 
academic and behavioral functioning. Also, school psychologists 
can, for example, deliberately map concerns onto theory-grounded 
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constructs (e.g., risk and protective factors, home–school 
continuity), form a whole range of hypotheses, choose appropriate 
data collection methods, and design interventions that can be 
implemented in multiple settings. 

Moreover, theory helps integrate new research findings into 
everyday decision-making— not only shaping how student 
difficulties are identified and conceptualized but also guiding the 
creation or adaptation of interventions. By using more than one 
theory, school psychologists are more able to reflect on the 
complexity of modern school systems, leading to a deeper 
understanding of the interrelation between sociocultural 
identities, cognitive processes, and systemic influences. Such a 
wide theoretical framework is potentially applicable to diverse 
schools, where the student population is characterized and 
identified by diverse cultural backgrounds, values, and learning 
styles. Through the integration of, for instance, behavior-analytic, 
cultural, cognitive, and ecological perspectives, school 
psychologists may develop solutions that address many needs of 
students as well as the particularities of each school community. 

2. Foundational Perspectives and Historical Context 

The field of school psychology was formed through a multi-
disciplinary force that acknowledges the affective and academic 
needs of children in educational contexts. In the early 20th century, 
psychology and education intersected to address children’s 
cognitive and developmental needs, which were further 
elaborated by public health programs aimed at child well-being 
and prevention. As time passed, these disciplines established the 
foundation for a profession that incorporates scientific 
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investigation and service to address the integrated needs of 
children and adolescents. 

From the beginning, school psychology was informed by 
“layered” theoretical frameworks, such as learning theories, 
behavior theories, and ecological theories. Learning theories (e.g., 
behaviorism, cognitivism) offered systematic approaches to 
understanding how children acquire academic skills. Behavior 
theories contributed interventions for addressing problematic 
behaviors through stimulus-response conditioning, shaping, and 
reinforcement. Subsequently, ecological perspectives have 
highlighted how family, school, and community contexts are 
interdependent and that children’s development occurs within 
multiple, overlapping systems. 

As the discipline developed, practitioners realized that sole 
concentration on either diagnostic measures and/or solutions at 
the individual level would not be enough. Then, societal trends, 
such as the mental health movement, the rise of developmental 
psychology, and the accompanying public health campaigns, 
highlighted the value of prevention. These historical factors led to 
more integrative constructs that motivated school psychologists to 
respond not only to learning difficulties but to health service 
disparities, trauma, and systemic inequities that influence student 
performance and achievement. 

2.1. Core Tenets Across Major Theoretical Traditions 

While the theoretical frameworks influencing school psychology 
may seem varied, they share several common elements. A primary 
focus among these is the importance of prevention: Detecting 
issues early and creating interventions that can prevent escalating 
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academic, social-emotional, or behavioral problems. Another key 
feature is the emphasis on systems change, acknowledging that 
achieving sustainable improvement frequently relies on 
modifying policies, organizational frameworks, and cultural 
practices within schools and communities. 

Regarding learning, behavior, and ecological traditions, data-
driven responses remain central as well. Theory not only provides 
the basis of initial hypotheses concerning the reasons for those 
challenges but also will provide indications for how data are to be 
collected and then interpreted. Moreover, discipline has also 
grown beyond child-level deficit to appreciate the inseparable link 
between students and the environment. This relational perspective 
also makes it clear that students’ school experiences, peer relations, 
families, and communities significantly influence their behavior 
and development. 

Using these core principles, school psychologists develop a holistic 
model of service delivery, connecting assessment and intervention 
while working with complex, interrelated systems. This synergy, 
which is considered the foundation of contemporary school 
psychology, forms the basis for the treatment of an ever-expanding 
span of issues that students may face on a daily basis. 

3. Main Theoretical Frameworks Clarifying Student 
Development 

3.1. Ecological Systems Theory 

A key theoretical model that has been utilized to understand the 
development of children and adolescents is the ecological systems 
theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which focuses on the multilayered, 
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interactive systems in schools and society (Figure 3). 
Bronfenbrenner used this theory to describe the role proximal 
environments (e.g., home, school) play along with distal 
environments (e.g., policy, culture) to impact student performance 
and outcomes. In school-based applications, however, this view is 
commonly applied to guide Multi-Tiered Systems of Support 
(MTSS), in which universal (Tier 1), targeted (Tier 2), and intensive 
(Tier 3) interventions are tailored to families, classrooms, and 
communities, respectively. 

Figure 3: Layers of the Ecological Systems Framework 
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One of the main applications of ecological theory in practice is 
connecting the home context to the educational environment. 
Working collaboratively with families and community partners, 
school psychologists attempt to provide consistency across 
environments regarding the messages students receive about 
learning and behavior (Pianta & Walsh, 1996; Sheridan & 
Kratochwill, 2008). For instance, a school can integrate a social-
emotional curriculum into the school day, at the same time 
working with parents to implement corresponding strategies for 
emotional regulation and behavior management at home. This 
consistency across settings—in line with ecological systems 
theory—strengthens students’ experiences and supports 
continuity, leading to improved engagement and functioning. 
Figure 4 demonstrates sample paths for applying the ecological 
system framework for intervention implementation in schools. 

Figure 4: Sample Application of The Ecological Systems Framework 

 

3.2. Behavioral and Cognitive Foundations 

School psychology assessment and intervention practices have 
long exerted an influence on core practices through the use of 
operant conditioning (Skinner, 1969) and social learning (Bandura, 


