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Letter from the President

by Helen Bakker ISPA President

Last month, the ISPA Executive Committee (EC) held its midyear 

meeting in New Orleans. We were fortunate to be able to combine 
this meeting with the annual meeting of NASP, our American affiliate. 
The EC meeting was fruitful, inspiring and efficient, and we made some 
important decisions. You can read about this elsewhere in this WGR, because 
I would like to discuss another issue with you.

Scheduling the EC meeting around the NASP conference not only

gave us the opportunity to get a taste of Mardi Gras (thanks to

NASP for great timing!), but also to participate in the conference

(okay, so maybe it was in the opposite order…). One of the

sessions in particular that I attended got me thinking! It was a

session by David Shriberg1 on Leadership in School Psychology.

His presentation was based on a survey set out by NASP members,

both active in leadership and not. The main question was: What is

effective leadership in school psychology? Interestingly enough,

the main aspects that were reported had to do with respect, being

regarded as ethical and competent, and being good at working with

teachers and in teams. According to the NASP leadership, reaching

positive outcomes with children, schools, and families was the

number one quality. That is, as I see it: being effective in what you

are doing!

An interesting discussion ensued as Shriberg was talking and the

participants were responding. During this discussion, I realized that

I never thought of those skills and competencies as signs of

‘leadership.’ I just considered them competencies for effective

school psychologists. Then I realized that in my own language, we

really do not have a translation for the word ‘leadership’ in this

context. When we talk about leadership, we typically refer to

presidents, ministers, and managers, but not to school

psychologists! It made me think about the Eskimo’s or Inuit’s

supposedly having seven words for ‘snow.’ There is a lengthy

scientific debate originating from the Sapir-Whorf linguisticrelativity

hypothesis about language affecting our thinking. This

hypothesis suggests that the way we think about ourselves as being

leaders or not is due, in part, to availability of relevant words in

our language, but I think it is also due to our training. This

example made a lasting impression on me.

I was wondering if the fact that I could not really come up with a

synonym for the term “school psychologist/leader” reflected my

view of our profession. Even worse, if we do not have a word for

this in our language, does this mean that we do not see ourselves as

‘leaders’? I have discussed this with colleagues from different

countries and learned that many other languages lack a word for

this concept. So, is this a broader issue? Is the fact that—at least in

my country, but I know in many other European countries as

well—school psychologists are not involved in policy making, are

not consulted when changes in educational systems are made, and

are not regarded ‘relevant stakeholders’ or experts a reflection of

the way we conceptualize who they are relative to the words we

have available for referring to them? I wonder…

I can honestly say that I do believe that we can and must play a

role as leaders. And I DO believe we should be heard more often

where it concerns system changes or policy issues. Still, apparently

we do need to bring this message to those at higher levels of

administration and policy development. Something to think about!

So, what is ‘leadership’ in our profession? What role does it play?

Shriberg’s presentation caused me to reflect on these questions.

Indeed, maybe ‘leadership’ is being good and effective in what we

are doing, being ethical and competent. But if that is what

leadership is, should we then not all be leaders in our field? What

can we do to make ourselves and others more aware that we ARE

(or can be) leaders? I know we have very many great colleagues

who are very good at what they are doing and are making a big

difference for the children, teachers and families they work with,

as well as for the school districts or institutions where they work.

They fit the description of ‘leaders.’ But are they aware of that?

How can we make those colleagues our models of best practice,

and use their competence and examples in order for all of us to

grow?

I am very interested in the follow up on Shriberg’s study.

Important questions that were posed during the discussion were: If

we want to be leaders, what are the key steps to bring about

change? What can (or should) the role of the school psychologist

be? It was suggested we should turn more towards the literature on

system change, a topic probably neglected in most training

programs, but a great possible source if we want to assume the

leadership role.

In the Netherlands, currently we are in the process of developing a

post masters’ training program in school psychology. During

Shriberg’s session I learned that we should not only include ethics

and content in our program, but include knowledge about system

change and specifically address the issue of the leadership role that

we can play in the future. I will make every effort to get this

message across, even if we do have to use the English term to do

that!

And let’s continue this discussion over a beer or a good cup of

Dutch coffee this summer in Utrecht!
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