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Psychologists’ roles in 
promotion, prevention and 
early intervention: Not just 
when things go bad! 

Jeanette Berman MNZPS 

Abstract
� Charles  W aldegrave in his opening address at NZ Psychological Society 

Conference (2016) t alked about our responsibility as  psychologists to contribute to 
policy, t o make a difference in the environments that contribute to the 
‘condit ions’, mental illness, and disordered learning and development that are the 
t radit ional focus of psychologists. Instead of just fixing people up so they can go 
back int o those same environments that contributed to their difficulties, we have a 
respons ibility to use our knowledge and skills to evaluate those environments, to 
make clear t he links between those ecologies and the referred ‘conditions’ so that 
t he interventions and change are not just in individuals, but in the nature of the 
environments in which we all grow, learn and experience life. 

� This  cont ribution to policy and process in our community is part icularly pert inent for 
psychologis ts interested in development and learning of our tamariki, and 
w ellbeing of all involved in education. In light of this challenge, we will consider 
w hy, in this land of strengths based pract ice, educational and developmental 
psychologis ts still sit at the end of the line, waiting for the deficits to become bad 
enough so t hat schools can access our services?  Is the place for educat ional and 
development al psychologists in educational settings to ensure that the systems and 
pract ices in educational settings are t he best they can be, and t hat we, in 
part nership, w ork to prevent learning difficulties and disordered development, by 
promot ing knowledge about risk factors and putting in place processes to more 
effect ively support and t each children who bring those risk factors with them to 
school; t o intervene early (in the life of delays and disorders); and also to intervene 
w hen t hings do go bad.  Multi-level pract ice that supports capacity building of 
t eachers  and w hānau will go a long way towards taking that responsibility for 
changing environments and not just the people who are affected by t hem.

Our challenge

� Instead of just ‘fixing’ people up so they can go back 

into those same environments that contributed to their 

difficulties, we have a responsibility to use our 
knowledge and skills to evaluate those environments, to 

make clear the links between ecologies and referred 

‘conditions’ so that psychologist interventions and 

change are not just in indiv iduals, but in the nature of 

the environments in which we all grow, learn and 
experience life.

Charles W aldegrave in his opening address at NZ Psychological Society  Conference (2016)

Health promoting schools (WHO, 1998) 
Constantly strengthens capacity as healthy setting for 

liv ing, learning and working

� Fosters health and learning w ith all the measures at it s disposal.

� Engages health and educat ion officials, teachers, teachers' unions, 

students, parents, health prov iders and community  leaders in efforts to 

make the school a healthy  place.

� Strives to prov ide a healthy  environment, school health educat ion, and 

school health serv ices … and programmes for counselling, social support  

and mental health promotion.

� Implements policies and pract ices that respect an indiv idual's w ell being 

and dignity , prov ide mult iple opportunit ies for success, and acknow ledge 

good efforts and intent ions as w ell as personal achievements.

� Strives to improve the health of school personnel, families and community  

members as w ell as pupils; and w orks w ith community  leaders to help them 

understand how  the community  contributes to, or undermines, health and 

educat ion.

ht t p://w ww.who.int/school_yout h_healt h/gshi/hps/en/

Ecological educational and developmental 

psychology

Graham, Berman & Bellert (2015)
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Current situation of psychology practice 

in schools
Referral for 

educat ional 

casew ork

As teachers are less 

able to prov ide 

teaching to match 

learning needs, 

psychologists 

become involved. 

Questions of practice

� How can psychologists 

practice in schools?

� Direct serv ice

� Indirect serv ice 

� Whole school serv ice

� What impact can 

psychologists have in schools?

� Intervention

� Early intervention

� Promotion, Prevention

Role in intervention in learning, behavioural and 

mental health problems in schools and ECE

� Collaborative casework within schools and ECE

� Assessment of the ecological system (learning 

environment, the teaching, what the learner brings to 

learning, and how the learner engages with that 
environment)

� Design and implement interventions at all levels, 

collaboratively with the teachers

� Facilitate access to and collaborate with appropriate 

outside intervention serv ices 

Role in early intervention in learning, behavioural 

and mental health problems in schools and ECE

� Consultation  - informal and incidental, immediate response 

to things teachers and whānau hav e noticed

� Professional learning opportunities to build capacity for 

teachers to change practice to respond to the needs of 
learners

� Screening assessment, using professional expertise to ensure 

learners at risk are identified as early as possible – and 
appropriate changes to teaching or other supports are put in 

place

� Facilitate access to appropriate outside screening and 
interv ention serv ices early in the life of dev elopmental delays, 

learning difficulties or mental illness

Role in promoting effective learning, posit ive 

behaviour and mental health & preventing

learning, behavioural and mental health 
problems in schools and ECE

� Policy and procedure development

� Consultation w ith executive

� PD for teachers, teacher assistants, executive

� Consultation w ith teachers and teacher assistants

� In-class support

� Screening 

� School community aw areness raising and development

� System or betw een school involvement

http://www.billiondollarsalesmachi ne.com.au/sci ence-teamwor k/

Collect ive efficacy  is very pow erful

Interns as school psychologists

� Prov ide professional learning and information to build 
capacity of schools and whānau to improv e student learning 
and dev elopmental outcomes 

� Participate as a member of school staff and prov ide 
psychological input to the dev elopment, implementation and 
ev aluation of school or system learning, behav iour and 
mental health programs 

� Undertake educational and psychological assessment in all 
areas of child and adolescent dev elopment

� Prov ide psychological programs for indiv iduals and groups  
(mental health, emotional and social issues)

� Plan ev idence-based interv entions in collaboration with other 
staff, relev ant professionals and whānau
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Rachel Malins Registered Educat ional Psychologist  

Health-education gap

� “You have this div ide of people parting ways saying it is 

either health or education … my belief is that the 

School Psych can bridge this gap, and this was obvious 
in my placement.” 

� “… in mental health - I am about the only one who truly 

considers the impact on the educational setting 

because of my background. And again when I was 

working in RTLB, I was the most concerned with the 

home environment also.”

Justice-education gap

� Prom oting the fluidity 

(rather than the fixed 

nature) of people and 
situations

� Provide professional 

learning to teachers and 

whānau 

Justice-education gap

� “It's a huge step which 

has made noticeable 

changes in how we as a 
school can positively 

affect these young 

people who desperately 

need to reconnect with 

the idea of learning 
which in so many cases 

has been eroded”

� Prom oting the fluidity 

(rather than the fixed 

nature) of people and 
situations

� Provide professional 

learning to teachers and 

whānau 

School Psychologists complement and enhance the w ork of 
teachers to strengthen student learning and w ellbeing outcomes. 

Key accountabilities
• Apply psychological expertise to enhance and support the 

cognitive, emotional, social, physical and spiritual w ellbeing of 
students.

• Support the school leadership team to build and sustain a 

strong culture of w ellbeing
• Provide counselling using evidence-based interventions to 

improve the w ellbeing of students.

• Undertake cognitive, emotional and behavioural assessment to 
contribute to the development of appropriate school-based 
support for students

• Work collaboratively w ith learning and support teams, parents 
and carers, and other agencies, to enhance learning and 
w ellbeing outcomes for students.

• Respond as part of a team to assist schools experiencing 
emergencies

https://w ww.psychxchange.com.au/JobDetail.aspx ?JobID=19823

Description of the role:
Work in schools as a member of a multi-disciplinary team to 
provide a child and adolescent psychological service which 
supports students and families. Contribute to capacity building 
of school communities to improve access, participation and 
achievement of students.

https://w ww.psychxchange.com.au/JobDetail.aspx ?JobID=19879
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Educat ional Psychology  

� Connected to people  - whānaungatanga

� Contributions at all levels (prevention, early 

intervention and intervention) –

“we should have been noticing these children in 
the school system  … before they becom e a 

crim inal statistic” (Mere Belzer , keynot e NZPsS Confer ence 2015)

� Drawing on and working across the richness of the 

discipline –
ako: sust ainable learning & responsive t eaching, human 
development  through t he lifespan, wellbeing, t hinking, relat ing 
t o ot hers, learning and using t ools of our cult ure ( language 

and lit eracy and numeracy), managing self, t he nat ure of 
educat ional set t ings, facilit ating change …

School psychologists

Formal education

Teaching & school 
psychology practice

Casework: 
specialist teachers 
& psychologists

Informal teaching in homes and communities

Indiv idual focus

Small group focus

W hole class focus

Partners in 

ensuring best  

ev idence 

based 

inst ruct ion and 

learning 

environment

School psychology

Promotion 

& Prevention

Early Intervention

Intervention


