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Abstract
Religiosity and spirituality are essential aspects of individuals’ cultural identities. However, the field of school psychology 
has generally avoided in-depth discussion regarding the implications of religious/spiritual diversity within the context of 
multiculturalism and culturally responsive practice. One aim of this study was to examine school psychology students’ per-
ceptions of their current training relative to religious and spiritual diversity, because graduate training is critical for helping 
emerging practitioners develop attitudes, knowledge, and skills to employ culturally responsive services. Results showed that  
students received limited preparation and explicit teaching to address issues related to religious and spiritual diversity; and 
programs most frequently addressed disability diversity, socioeconomic diversity, and racial/ethnic diversity. Furthermore, 
the participants most frequently identified practicum experiences as facilitating their capacity to respond to religious and 
spiritual diversity in their professional practice. Key results suggest that school psychology graduate students may benefit 
from more explicit instruction during their graduate training to respond to religion and spirituality as  aspects of cultural 
diversity in their professional work.

Keywords Competencies · Religion · Spirituality · School psychology · Training · Students

School psychologists are obligated to respond to clients’ 
cultural backgrounds when providing services in their pro-
fessional practice (American Psychological Association 
[APA], 2017; National Association of School Psycholo-
gists [NASP], 2020). Though key practice standards indi-
cate a need for school psychologists to respond to multiple 
aspects of culture and human diversity (e.g., race/ethnicity, 
sexual orientation, age, etc.), issues pertaining to religious 
and spiritual diversity have received less attention within the 
profession (e.g., Parker et al., 2020). The lack of discussion 
surrounding religion and spirituality is detrimental to the 
field, considering that youth, families, and educators will 
have various religious/spiritual beliefs that inform how they 
perceive and interact with the world around them, including 

K through 12 schools. For example, some families may be 
hesitant to utilize educational and psychological support 
due to a preference to utilize religious and spiritual support 
systems (e.g., Goforth et al., 2017a, 2017b; Parker & Han-
son, 2019), a phenomenon that may be particularly true for 
racial/ethnic minoritized individuals (Haboush, 2007; Hodge 
et al., 2009; Kouyoumdjian et al., 2003; Taylor et al., 2000).

At the student level, seminal research shows that religios-
ity and spirituality among school-age youth is associated with 
their social, emotional, and behavioral development (Kim & 
Esquivel, 2011). For example, research shows that students 
who report higher levels of religiosity and spirituality are (a) 
more likely to experience indicators of positive well-being 
(e.g., happiness, academic achievement, and prosocial inter-
actions) and (b) less likely to experience symptoms related 
to psychopathology (e.g., anxiety, depression, stress, disci-
pline problems, risk taking behaviors, substance use; Abdel-
Khalek, 2007; Cotton et al., 2005; Goforth et al., 2016; Hardy 
& Raffaelli, 2003; Hodge et al., 2009; Park & Bonner, 2008; 
Sinha et al., 2007; Tynan et al., 2015). Consequently, students 
may elect to utilize religious and spiritual resources to cope 
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with grief, trauma, and other social-emotional/behavioral chal-
lenges (e.g., Dill, 2017; Jerome, 2011).

Still, some students may experience emotional distress 
as a result of experiencing religious/spiritual issues, such as 
feeling punished by God, being obsessed with salvation, or 
trying to reconcile the tension between their sexual orienta-
tion, gender identity and religious/spiritual identity (Kim & 
Esquivel, 2011; Wagener & Mahoney, 2006; Yarhouse & 
Tan, 2005). Furthermore, certain groups of youth may expe-
rience bullying and harsh treatment at school, including stu-
dents who are in the minority based on their religious/spiritual 
affiliation (Atwal & Wang, 2019; Dupper et al., 2015) and 
students whose sexual orientation and gender identity are pre-
sumed to be antithetical to particular religious/spiritual beliefs 
(Newman et al., 2018). Though peers may be the perpetrators 
of these behaviors, research shows that the beliefs tied to a 
teacher’s religion may also negatively impact youth in school 
(Dupper et al., 2015; Parker & Hanson, 2019). For instance, a 
school psychologist who participated in the study conducted 
by Parker and Hanson (2019) explained that she encountered 
difficulties consulting with a high school teacher who refused 
to refer to a transgender female by her chosen name due to the 
teacher’s religious beliefs. Likewise, religious/spiritual minor-
itized youth who participated in Dupper et al.’s (2015) study 
described their experiences with  classroom teachers who were 
unsupportive of the students’ religious/spiritual beliefs and 
practices as non-Christian individuals.

Collectively, these experiences highlight a need for school 
psychologists to be well-prepared to address issues related to 
religious/spiritual diversity within their professional work. 
Researchers have developed religious/spiritual practice com-
petencies for psychology practitioners and students (Vieten 
et al., 2016; Vogel et al., 2013); however, no studies have 
examined school psychology graduate students’ perceptions 
relative to these two aspects of human diversity. The purpose 
of this study was to explore school psychology graduate stu-
dents’ perceptions of their training relative to responding to 
religious and spiritual diversity in their professional practice.

Religion and Spiritual Practice Competencies

In the last 20 years, scholars have expanded the knowledge 
base pertaining to multicultural practice in psychology by 
underscoring the importance of religion and spirituality as 
critical areas to attend to when serving clients in health ser-
vice psychology fields (Vieten et al., 2013). As described 
by Vieten et al. (2013), researchers have generally included 
recommendations for psychologists to (a) affirm and respect 
clients’ religious and spiritual worldviews, (b) understand 
how these factors impact clients, (c) design interventions 
that are responsive to clients’ religious and spiritual world-
views, (d) avoid pathologizing clients’ religious and spiritual 

worldviews, and (e) work within the scope one’s professional 
competence (which includes referring clients to religious 
leaders when needed). Hence, after completing a compre-
hensive review of seminal scholarship and receiving feed-
back from experts and practitioners in the field (including 
master and doctoral-level mental health providers), Vieten 
et al. (2013) developed a preliminary list of competencies 
for supporting religiously and spiritually diverse clients as 
a practicing psychologist.

The competencies were further vetted by practitioners 
in a follow-up study (Vieten et al., 2016), resulting in the 
final list of 16 competencies (see Fig.1) that are organized 
under three common domains of cross-cultural practice (Sue 
et al., 1992)—attitudes (items 1–3), knowledge (items 4–10), 
and skills (items 11–16). Attitudes and beliefs generally refer 
to the perceptions and biases practitioners hold about clients 
from different cultural backgrounds and the implications 
of such in their professional practice. Knowledge includes 
one’s understanding of different worldviews and life experi-
ences among cross-cultural groups, of sociopolitical issues 
and institutional barriers that impact client’s outcomes and 
experiences, of different family structures and community 
characteristics, and of potential biases in traditional service 
delivery. Finally, the skills domain is reflected in the practi-
tioners’ use of specific techniques when working with clients 
from different cultural backgrounds (Sue et al., 1992).

Although school psychology is categorized as a health 
service psychology field alongside clinical and counseling 
psychology, school psychologists have not been represented 
in the body of literature regarding religious and spiritual 
practice competencies. Thus, Parker (2019) surveyed 121 
practicing psychologists to examine their perceptions of the 
proposed competencies. Parker found that approximately 
87% of participants viewed the competencies as somewhat 
or very important to the field of school psychology, sug-
gesting that Vieten et al.’s (2016) competencies may some 
have merit for guiding the practice of school psychologists.

Nevertheless, research conducted by Parker et al. (2020) 
and Parker and Hanson (2019) suggest that the competencies 
proposed by Vieten et al. (2016) may be limited in scope, 
considering school psychologists’ role in providing com-
prehensive services. The competencies proposed by Vieten 
et al. (2016) are framed within the context of providing 
direct intervention (e.g., counseling support), yet school psy-
chologists are likely to spend most of their time conducting 
assessments and providing consultation services (Castillo 
et al., 2012). Indeed, in a qualitative study examining school 
psychologists’ experiences with responding to religious and 
spiritual diversity in their professional practice, Parker and 
Hanson (2019) found that Vieten et al.’s (2016) competen-
cies were not fully aligned with participants’ engagement in 
school-based consultation. Furthermore, Vieten et al. (2016) 
did not detail implications for assessment practices, although 
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school psychology scholars have emphasized the importance 
of school psychologists seeking to understand youths and 
families’ religious/spiritual belief systems to inform inter-
vention implementation and respond to their needs (Goforth 
et al., 2016, 2017a; Haboush, 2007; Jerome, 2011; Suzuki 
et al.,2006).

Additional competencies developed by Vogel and col-
leagues (2013) may serve as a useful supplement to Vieten 
et al.’s (2016) competencies. Vogel et al. proposed a set of 
advanced competencies to inform APA training programs’ 
focus on religious and spiritual diversity in a more com-
prehensive manner. The advanced competencies include 12 
items that are intended to address the breadth of practice 
areas in which religious and spiritual diversity issues may 
arise (e.g., assessment, ethics, consultation, etc.). Additional 
items on their competence survey focus on (a) how students 
develop knowledge and skills relative to religious and spir-
itual diversity in their graduate programs (e.g., coursework, 
practicum/internship), and (b) the extent to which psychol-
ogy programs focus on various aspects of human diversity 
(e.g., race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, religion/
spirituality, etc.). See Fig.1 for both sets of competencies.

Training and Research Gaps

As a foundation to one’s multicultural practice, research-
ers are increasingly examining the extent of psychology 
students’ graduate training relative to religious/spiritual 
diversity (McMinn et al., 2015; Schafer et al., 2011; Vogel 
et al., 2013). However, most of the research to date has 
focused on clinical and counseling training programs to the 
exclusion of school psychology. For example, Vogel et al. 
(2013) surveyed 532 doctoral students, doctoral level faculty, 
and clinical training directors in clinical and counseling psy-
chology programs to investigate the extent to which multi-
cultural training focused on religion and spirituality. Overall, 
the researchers found that programs most often focused on 
racial/ethnic diversity, socioeconomic diversity, and gen-
der diversity, and least often focused on religious/spiritual 
diversity. Participants also provided a range of responses 
relative to the 12 practice competencies, indicating that pro-
grams were most likely to equip their trainees with skills for 
considering religion/spirituality when determining whether 
behavior is abnormal and least likely to equip their train-
ees with skills for engaging in interdisciplinary collabora-
tion with religious/spiritual leaders. Finally, respondents 

Vieten et al.'s
(2016)

Competencies

Attitudes and Beliefs
Psychologists demonstrate empathy, respect, and appreciation for clients from diverse spiritual, religious, or secular backgrounds and affiliations. 
Psychologists view spirituality and religion as important aspects of human diversity, along with factors such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, disability, gender, and age.
Psychologists are aware of how their own spiritual and/or religious background and beliefs may influence their critical practice, and their attitudes, 
perceptions and assumptions about the nature of psychological processes. 
Knowledge 
Psychologists know that many diverse forms of spirituality and/or religion exist and explore spiritual and/or religious beliefs, communities and practices 
that are important to their clients.
Psychologists can describe how spirituality and religion can be viewed as overlapping, yet distinct, constructs. 
Psychologists understand that clients may have experiences that are consistent with their spirituality or religion, yet may be difficult to differentiate from 
psychopathological symptoms. 
Psychologists recognize that spiritual and/or religious beliefs, practices and experiences develop and change over the lifespan. 
Psychologists are aware of internal and external spiritual and/or religious resources and practices that research indicates may support psychological well-
being and recovery from psychological disorders. 
Psychologists can identify spiritual and religious experiences, practices and beliefs that may have potential to negatively impact psychological health. 
Psychologists can identify legal and ethical issues related to spirituality and/or religion that may surface when working with clients.
Skills
Psychologists are able to conduct empathic and effective psychotherapy with clients from diverse spiritual and/or religious backgrounds, affiliations and 
levels of involvement.
Psychologists inquire about spiritual and/or religious background, experience, practices, attitudes and beliefs as a standard part of understanding a client’s 
history.
Psychologists help clients explore and access their spiritual and/or religious strengths and resources.
Psychologists can identify and address spiritual and/or religious problems in their practice and make referrals when necessary.
Psychologists stay abreast of research and professional developments regarding spirituality and religion specifically related to their practice and engage in 
ongoing assessment of their own spiritual and religious competence.
Psychologists recognize the limits of their qualifications and competence in the spiritual and/or religious domains, including any responses to clients’ 
spirituality and/or religion that may interfere with clinical practice, so that they (a) seek consultation from and collaborate with qualified clinicians or 
spiritual/religious source (e.g., priests, pastors, rabbis, imam, spiritual teachers, etc.), (b) seek further training and education and/or (c) refer clients to more 
qualified individuals and resources. 

Vogel et al.’s
(2013)

Advanced 
Competencies

Ethical guidelines and professional standards for religion/spirituality.
Case conceptualization in light of clients’ religious/spiritual values.
Assessment methods that consider religion/spirituality in clients’ lives.
Implementing religious/spiritual interventions in clinical work.
Countertransference issues with religiously/spiritually committed clients.
Self-reflective practices during work with religious/spiritual clients.
Conducting research that is sensitive to religious/spiritual diversity.
Understanding the major world religions/spiritualities.
Consultation skills related to religious/spiritual diversity.
Interdisciplinary collaboration with religious/spiritual leaders.
Considering religion/spirituality when determining if behavior is abnormal.
Views of personhood from the perspectives of major religions/spiritualities.

Fig. 1  Summary of Vieten et al.’s (2016) and Vogel et al.’s (2013) religious and spiritual diversity competencies
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identified practicum experiences as the most frequent source 
of learning and coursework as the least frequent source of 
learning with respect to developing skills for addressing reli-
gious/spiritual diversity in their professional work.

Vieten et al. (2016) surveyed 222 practicing mental health 
providers to understand their perceptions of the 16 compe-
tencies, including the extent to which they perceived their 
graduate programs as preparing students to execute the com-
petencies in practice. Most of the participants were doctoral-
level psychologists (93.2%), with the remaining participants 
being master-level therapists. Approximately 70% of partici-
pants reported they received little or no explicit training in 
religious/spiritual diversity. Vieten et al.’s (2016) research 
parallels findings reported by Vogel et al. (2013) regard-
ing the limited focus on religion/spirituality in psychol-
ogy-related training programs. However, it is unclear how 
findings in either study apply to school psychology train-
ing programs, because the researchers did not specify the 
sub-fields of practice represented among the doctoral-level 
participants. Furthermore, specialist level school psycholo-
gists were not included in the studies.

School Psychology as a Unique Field

Unlike clinical and counseling psychology, most school psy-
chologists hold a specialist degree; and a specialist level 
practitioner’s training is typically limited to approximately 
two years of coursework and one full year of internship. 
Restricted time, then, may prevent school psychology pro-
grams from addressing these two areas of diversity in a com-
prehensive manner for non-doctoral students. Furthermore, 
most school psychologists are likely to work in public school 
settings and concerns about the separation of church and 
state may preclude school-based practitioners from respond-
ing to these two areas of cultural diversity (Magaldi-Dopman 
& Park-Taylor, 2014).

Taking these factors into consideration, research focused 
on school psychologists exclusively has begun to emerge in 
the last two years (Parker, 2019; Parker & Hanson, 2019). 
Relative to the focus of the current study, 60% of school psy-
chologists in Parker’s (2019) study reported they mostly or 
completely possessed each competency outlined by Vieten 
et al. (2016). Such a finding suggests that school psycholo-
gists may receive adequate training to execute the competen-
cies in practice. However, little is known about the role of 
graduate programs as a contributor to practitioners’ compe-
tence relative to religious and spiritual diversity. Because 
foundational training for multicultural practice in school 
psychology occurs at the graduate level (Newell et al., 2010), 
additional research is needed to understand school psychol-
ogy trainees’ perceptions of their training experiences rela-
tive to religious and spiritual diversity competencies.

Purpose of the Study

Considering the gaps in the current literature, we examined 
graduate students’ perceptions of the extent to which school 
psychology training programs explicitly taught the 16 basic 
multicultural competencies proposed by Vieten et al. (2016) 
and equipped graduate students with knowledge and skills 
for employing the 12 advanced practice competencies pro-
posed by Vogel et al. (2013). We also examined graduate 
students’ perceptions of the sources of learning school psy-
chology training programs most frequently used to prepare 
students to respond to religious/spiritual diversity in practice 
(e.g., practicum, exposure to research, coursework). Finally, 
we examined the extent to which students perceived their 
training programs as focusing on religious/spiritual diver-
sity relative to other areas of diversity (e.g., race/ethnicity). 
Based on prior research indicating that the field of school 
psychology may focus on racial/ethnic diversity and socio-
economic more frequently than religious/spiritual diversity 
(Parker et al., 2020), we hypothesized that graduate students 
may perceive their programs as focusing on those aspects of 
human diversity more often than religious/spiritual diversity.

Method

Participants

The graduate students who completed the survey (N = 114) 
averaged 28.1 years old (SD = 6.2) and most participants 
identified as female (n = 94, 82.5%). Of the participants 
who reported their racial/ethnic identity, 79.9% identified 
as White/European American (n = 91).

The respondents varied in their spiritual and religious 
affiliation, with 41.2% (n = 47) identifying as both religious 
and spiritual and 47.4% of participants reporting an affilia-
tion with the Christian-Protestant faith (n = 54). Regarding 
the participants’ degree track, most individuals were pursu-
ing the specialist level degree (n = 55, 48.2%) and 93.0% of 
the participants (n = 106) were enrolled in a school psychol-
ogy program that was NASP-approved and/or APA-accred-
ited. The participants’ programs were in every region within 
the U. S., with most participants studying in the Southeast 
(n = 47, 41.2%). See Table 1 for additional demographic 
information.

We asked respondents to provide demographic informa-
tion and complete two scales measuring their perceptions 
of their training relative to religious and spiritual diversity. 
For the current study, the stem of the items and directions 
were changed to specifically reference the practice of school 
psychology as opposed to general psychological practice.
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Survey of Basic Spiritual and Religious Competencies We 
utilized an adapted version of the measure Vieten et al. 
(2016) developed to assess psychologists’ perceptions of 
their training relative to the 16 basic spiritual and religious 
competencies. Because we surveyedcurrent school psy-
chology students, we asked participants to rate the extent to 
which they perceived themselves as receiving explicit train-
ing in each of the competencies using a 4-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = I have not received any explicit training in this 
domain, 2 = I have received a little bit explicit training in 
this domain, 3 = I have received some explicit training in 
this domain, 4 = I have received comprehensive formal train-
ing in this domain). Considering our exclusive sample of 
school psychology trainees, we added the term “school” to 
the beginning of each item and inserted the term “students” 
in parentheses next to the term “clients.”

Survey of Advanced Spiritual and Religious Competen-
cies To assess school psychology graduate students’ train-
ing relative to (a) the 12 advanced spiritual and religious 
competencies, (b) different areas of human diversity, and (c) 
specific learning sources to prepare students for professional 
work focused on religious/spiritual diversity, we utilized the 
survey instrument developed by Vogel et al. (2013). First, 
participants were asked to rate the degree to which they 
perceived their graduate programs as equipping them with 
knowledge and skills for addressing the 12 advanced spir-
itual and religious competencies and responding to different 
areas of human diversity in their professional practice (e.g., 
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, religious/spiritual diver-
sity) using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 =strongly disagree, 
2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree). 
Again, we inserted the term “students” in parentheses next 
to the term “clients.” Next, we asked participants to indicate 
how frequently their program used different sources of learn-
ing to prepare students to respond to religious and spiritual 
diversity in their professional work. Items were presented 
using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 
3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always).

Procedures

We obtained approval to conduct this study by the Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB). Participants had to be current 
school psychology graduate students who were 18 or older 
to partake in this study. After receiving IRB approval, we 
recruited school psychology graduate students through the 
Trainers of School Psychology listserv where graduate fac-
ulty in school psychology training programs were asked to 
share the link to the description of study procedures and the 
surveys. All potential research participants were provided 
an electronic copy of the recruitment letter describing our 
study and directions for providing informed consent. We also 

Table 1  Participants’ demographic characteristics

Demographic Characteristic n %

Sex
  Female 94 82.5%
  Male 12 10.5%
  Non-Binary 2 1.8%
  Trans male 1 0.9%
Racial/Ethnic Identity
  White/European American 91 79.9%
  Black/African American 5 4.4%
  White/Hispanic 5 4.4%
  Asian/Asian American 5 4.4%
  Mexican/Mexican American 2 1.8%
  Multiracial/ethnic background 2 1.8%
  Haitian American 1 0.9%
  Latino 1 0.9%
  Pakistani 1 0.9%
  Polish 1 0.9%
Religious/Spiritual Identity
  Religious and Spiritual 47 41.2%
  Spiritual but not Religious 36 31.6%
  Neither Religious nor Spiritual 22 19.3%
  Religious but not Spiritual 2 1.8%
Religious Affiliation
  Christian-Protestant 54 47.4%
  Catholicism 16 14.0%
  No Affiliation 8 7.0%
  Judaism 5 4.4%
  Mormonism 4 3.5%
  Atheism 4 3.5%
  Agnosticism 2 1.8%
  Paganism 2 1.8%
  Shamanism 2 1.8%
  Islam 1 0.9%
  Buddhism 1 0.9%
  Apatheism 1 0.9%
  Orthodox 1 0.9%
Degree Track
  Specialist 55 48.2%
  Doctorate 52 45.6%
  Masters 7 6.1%
Year in the Program
  Second 47 41.2%
  Third 43 37.7%
  Fourth (and beyond) 24 21.1%
Program U.S. Region
  Southeast 47 41.2%
  West 18 15.8%
  Northeast 17 14.9%
  Midwest 15 13.2%
  Southwest 15 13.2%
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informed graduate students that participating in the research 
study was completely voluntary and they could choose to 
withdraw at any time. Up to three school psychology gradu-
ate students were entered in a drawing to receive a $10.00 
gift card as a token of appreciation for their participation. 
Each participant completed an online Qualtrics survey, last-
ing approximately 15 to 20 min. Prior to answering the sur-
vey items, we provided a working definition of key terms—
spiritual, religious, and competence—to minimize potential 
confusion among the respondents (Vieten et al., 2016). It is 
important to note that additional rounds of survey distribu-
tion did not occur, because this study was executed right 
before higher education learning institutions transitioned to 
remote learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, this 
study is exploratory in nature, considering the unexpected 
disruption during data collection.

Overview of Data Analysis Plan

A total of 153 participants were originally included in this 
study. However, seven of the cases had missing data on one or 
more survey items. Given that less than 10% of the data were 
missing, we removed those cases from data analysis. We also 
removed the 32 participants who were in the first year of train-
ing. This decision was made after our team conducted a pre-
liminary analysis to examine differences in total scores on each 
set of competencies, based on the participants’ year of training 
(year 1, year 2, year 3, year 4+). The results of this analysis 
revealed that students in year 1 reported significantly lower 
scores regarding the extent to which they received diversity 
training relative to each set competencies. This finding could 
be explained by the timing of data collection (middle of the 
spring semester) and due to the abrupt change in higher edu-
cation due to COVID-19, wherein the first-year students had 
not received a full-year of typical instruction. Thus, the final 
sample included 114 school psychology graduate students in 
their second, third, and fourth year of training. No significant 
differences were found among these three groups.

All analyses were conducted using SPSS, and all data 
were analyzed at the item level. We used descriptive analy-
ses to examine students’ perceptions of the extent to which 
school psychology graduate programs (a) focused on dif-
ferent areas of human diversity in their training programs, 
(b) explicitly taught the 16 basic multicultural competencies 
proposed by Vieten et al. (2016), (c) equipped graduate stu-
dents with the knowledge and skills for employing the 12 
advanced practice competencies proposed by Vogel et al. 
(2013), and (d) utilized different methods of learning to pre-
pare students to address religious/spiritual diversity in their 
professional work. We examined the extent to which students 
perceived their training programs as focusing on religious/
spiritual diversity relative to other areas of diversity (e.g., 

race/ethnicity) using a one-way ANOVA with pairwise 
comparisons.

Results

Diversity Foci in School Psychology Program

Mean ratings reflecting the extent to which school psychol-
ogy graduate students perceived their programs as address-
ing each area of human diversity ranged from 2.88 (SD = 1.1) 
to 4.22 (SD = 1.0). The areas of diversity with the lowest and 
highest ratings included religious/spiritual diversity and dis-
ability diversity, respectively. Consequently, students per-
ceived their programs as significantly focusing on religious/
spiritual diversity to a lesser degree compared to all areas 
of human diversity (see Table 2). The majority of the inter-
correlations between the seven variables were statistically 
significant (p < 0.01) and ranged in magnitude from small to 
large (r = 0.22 to 0.78). The results of the pairwise compari-
sons indicated that graduate students reported significantly 
higher scores for all areas of diversity compared to religious/
spiritual diversity: (a) gender diversity and religious/spir-
itual diversity, F (4, 113) = 4.34, p = 0.003; (b) racial/ethnic 
diversity and religious/spiritual diversity F (4, 113) = 2.65, 
p = 0.04; (c) sexual orientation diversity and religious/spir-
itual diversity, F (4, 113) = 4.08, p = 0.004; (d) age diversity 
and religious/spiritual diversity, F (4, 113) = 4.86, p = 0.001; 
(e) disability diversity and religious/spiritual diversity, F (4, 
113) = 4.33, p = 0.003; and (f) socioeconomic diversity and 
religious/spiritual diversity, F (4, 113) = 5.02, p = 0.001.

Perceived Training Relative to Religious/Spiritual 
Competencies

With respect to the16 basic religious and spiritual com-
petencies, the mean ratings across the items ranged from 
1.94 (SD = 1.0) to 2.33 (SD = 1.2). The items with the low-
est and highest mean rating included, School Psychologists 
are aware of internal and external spiritual and/or religious 
resources and practices that research indicates may support 
psychological well-being and recovery from psychological 
disorders and School Psychologists view spirituality and 
religion as important aspects of human diversity, along with 
factors such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, socio-
economic status, disability, gender, and age, respectively. 
Regarding the 12 advanced religious and spiritual compe-
tencies, the mean ratings across the items ranged from 1.93 
(SD = 1.0) to 2.82 (SD = 1.1). The item with the lowest mean 
rating included, Implementing religious/spiritual interven-
tions in clinical work. The item with the highest mean rat-
ings included, Considering religion/spirituality when deter-
mining if behavior is abnormal. Specific to the source of 
learning relative to religious/spiritual diversity, the mean 
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ratings across the items ranged from 2.11 (SD = 1.2) to 2.69 
(SD = 1.1). The items with the lowest and highest mean rat-
ing included, Didactics, Seminars, and/or Grand Rounds 
and Practicum Experiences, respectively. See Tables 3, 4, 
to 5 for a summary of participants’ responses.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine school psychol-
ogy graduate students’ perceptions of their cross-cultural 
training relative to religious and spiritual diversity. Due to 
the dearth of attention to religious/spiritual diversity in the 
field (Parker et al., 2020), we specifically focused on these 
two areas of human diversity in the current study. Research 
focused on school psychology exclusively can add to the 
knowledge base in this area of inquiry, given that school 
psychology represents a unique field of practice (e.g., most 
school psychologists work in public school settings and hold 
an education specialist degree; Walcott & Hyson, 2018). Our 
study expands upon the existing literature by underscoring 
school psychology students’ perceived experiences.

Overall, participants reported that their graduate pro-
grams provided them with a basic understanding of why 
spirituality and religion are important aspects of human 
diversity, as evidenced by the competency with the high-
est rating on Vieten et al.’s (2016) set of basic competen-
cies: School Psychologists view spirituality and religion 
as important aspects of human diversity, along with fac-
tors such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, socioeco-
nomic status, disability, gender, and age. This finding may 
be expected, considering that the competency reflects the 
essence of ethical practice, wherein school psychologists are 
called to understand and respect differences based on one’s 
religious identity (APA, 2017; NASP, 2020).

Nevertheless, student ratings on both sets of competen-
cies suggest that participants received little training and 
preparation in their graduate programs to respond to reli-
gious/spiritual diversity in practice. Indeed, students in our 
study reported more preparation to address issues related 
to disability diversity, socioeconomic diversity, and racial/

ethnic diversity, and the least preparation to address issues 
related to religious/spiritual diversity. A similar finding was 
reported in McMinn et al.’s (2015) study, wherein respond-
ents who attended clinical and counseling psychology pro-
grams indicated that their programs provided students less 
preparation to address issues related to religious/spiritual 
diversity and more preparation to address issues related to 
racial/ethnic diversity, socioeconomic diversity, and gender 
diversity. The finding related to racial/ethnic diversity and 
socioeconomic diversity in school psychology is unsurpris-
ing, given that issues focused on race/ethnicity and socio-
economic status appear to garner more attention in the pro-
fessional school psychology literature (Parker et al., 2020). 
With respect to the emphasis on disability diversity, it is 
plausible that this finding can be explained by the role school 
psychologists typically assume in supporting youth with dis-
abilities (NASP, 2020). In this regard, Castillo et al. (2012) 
found that school psychologists are likely to spend most of 
their time providing special education services in school 
settings, which may result in training programs prioritizing 
disability diversity as a necessary cross-cultural competence 
in response to historical trends in the field.

The extensive focus on disability diversity may also 
explain why the advanced competency item relative to 
graduate students being prepared to consider religion/spir-
ituality when determining whether behavioral is abnormal-
received the highest rating. School psychology trainees are 
expected to have “knowledge bases for both psychology and 
education” (NASP, 2020, p. 19), which likely entails being 
prepared to understand “dysfunctional behavior or psycho-
pathology” (APA, 2006). Such a focus may include school 
psychology trainees reviewing various disorders in the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) 
that impact children and adolescents. Several disorders in 
the DSM-5 allude to the importance of considering religion/
spirituality when practitioners make a diagnostic decision. 
For example, individuals with obsessive compulsive disor-
der may obsess over religious ideals (e.g., being fixated on 
salvation); and individuals may experience religious/spir-
itual experiences that are mistaken for hallucinations, in the 
absence of professionals conducting a culturally sensitive 

Table 2  Bivariate associations 
between the perceived diversity 
foci in school psychology 
programs (N = 114)

* p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < 00.1

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender Diversity 3.34 1.0 —
2. Racial & Ethnic Diversity 3.87 1.1 0.59*** —
3. Sexual Orientation Diversity 3.46 1.1 0.78*** 0.61*** —
4. Age Diversity 3.15 1.1 0.35*** 0.32** 0.35*** —
5. Disability Diversity 4.22 1.1 0.33*** 0.50*** 0.24* 0.28** —
6. Socioeconomic Diversity 3.99 1.0 0.32** 0.51*** 0.31** 0.27** 0.52*** —
7. Religious/ Spiritual Diversity 2.88 1.1 0.30** 0.22* 0.28** 0.31** -0.01 0.11 —

376 Contemporary School Psychology  (2023) 27:370–385



1 3

Table 3  Student ratings for Vieten et al.’s (2016) 16 basic competencies (N = 114)

Item M SD Have not received 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received a little bit 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received some 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received comprehen-
sive formal training in this 
domain

1. School Psychologists 
demonstrate empathy, 
respect, and appre-
ciation for clients (or 
students) from diverse 
spiritual, religious, or 
secular backgrounds 
and affiliations

2.07 1.1 36.0% 37.7% 9.6% 16.7%

2. School Psychologists 
view spirituality and 
religion as important 
aspects of human 
diversity, along with 
factors such as race, 
ethnicity, sexual orien-
tation, socioeconomic 
status, disability, 
gender, and age

2.33 1.2 30.7% 29.8% 14.9% 24.6%

3. School Psychologists 
are aware of how their 
own spiritual and/or 
religious background 
and beliefs may influ-
ence their critical 
practice, and their atti-
tudes, perceptions and 
assumptions about the 
nature of psychological 
processes

2.25 1.0 23.7% 45.6% 13.2% 17.5%

4. School Psycholo-
gists know that many 
diverse forms of spir-
ituality and/or religion 
exist and explore spir-
itual and/or religious 
beliefs, communities 
and practices that are 
important to their 
clients (or students)

2.27 1.0 27.2% 35.1% 21.1% 16.7%

5. School Psycholo-
gists can describe 
how spirituality and 
religion can be viewed 
as overlapping, yet 
distinct, constructs

2.04 1.0 40.4% 19.3% 36.0% 4.4%

6. School Psychologists 
understand that clients 
(or students) may have 
experiences that are 
consistent with their 
spirituality or religion, 
yet may be difficult 
to differentiate from 
psychopathological 
symptoms

2.08 1.0 40.4% 19.3% 32.5% 7.9%
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Table 3  (continued)

Item M SD Have not received 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received a little bit 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received some 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received comprehen-
sive formal training in this 
domain

7. School Psychologists 
recognize that spir-
itual and/or religious 
beliefs, practices and 
experiences develop 
and change over the 
lifespan

2.11 1.0 35.1% 26.3% 30.7% 7.9%

8. School Psychologists 
are aware of internal 
and external spir-
itual and/or religious 
resources and practices 
that research indicates 
may support psycho-
logical well-being and 
recovery from psycho-
logical disorders

1.94 1.0 43.9% 22.8% 28.9% 4.4%

9. School Psychologists 
can identify spiritual 
and religious experi-
ences, practices and 
beliefs that may have 
potential to negatively 
impact psychological 
health

2.13 0.9 36.8% 14.9% 46.5% 1.8%

10. School Psychologists 
can identify legal and 
ethical issues related to 
spirituality and/or reli-
gion that may surface 
when working with 
clients (or students)

1.95 1.0 44.7% 24.6% 21.9% 8.8%

11. School Psychologists 
are able to conduct 
empathic and effective 
psychotherapy with 
clients (or students) 
from diverse spiritual 
and/or religious back-
grounds, affiliations 
and levels of involve-
ment

2.21 1.0 28.9% 36.8% 18.4% 15.8%

12. School Psychologists 
inquire about spiritual 
and/or religious back-
ground, experience, 
practices, attitudes and 
beliefs as a standard 
part of understanding 
a client’s (or student’s) 
history

2.11 1.0 36.8% 25.4% 28.1% 9.6%

13. School Psycholo-
gists help clients (or 
students) explore and 
access their spir-
itual and/or religious 
strengths and resources

2.32 1.0 29.8% 13.2% 51.8% 5.3%
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diagnostic assessment. As such, it is plausible that graduate 
students are exposed to content highlighting the intersection 
of religion, spirituality, and abnormal behavior within the 
context of learning about psychopathology and behavioral 
disorders.

In contrast, participants indicated that they received little 
training in the areas of (a) understanding internal and exter-
nal spiritual and/or religious resources and practices that 
research indicates may support psychological well-being 
and recovery from psychological disorders and (b) imple-
menting religious/spiritual interventions in clinical work. 
This finding supports a critical point emphasized by Jones 

(2014), with respect to school psychologists implementing 
culturally responsive interventions in practice. Culturally 
responsive interventions should (a) build upon families’ cul-
tural strengths (including their religious and spiritual belief 
system) and (b) integrate such in the intervention plan, if it is 
relevant for the client served. However, school psychologists 
have historically ignored religion and spirituality within the 
context of intervention service delivery, reflecting a limi-
tation in their delivery of culturally responsive supports 
(Jones, 2014).

The lack of training in integrating religion and spirituality 
in interventions may be attributed to trainers’ response to 

Table 3  (continued)

Item M SD Have not received 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received a little bit 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received some 
explicit training in this 
domain

Have received comprehen-
sive formal training in this 
domain

14. School Psycholo-
gists can identify and 
address spiritual and/
or religious problems 
in their practice and 
make referrals when 
necessary

2.21 1.0 35.1% 11.4% 50.9% 2.6%

15. School Psycholo-
gists stay abreast of 
research and profes-
sional developments 
regarding spirituality 
and religion spe-
cifically related to their 
practice and engage in 
ongoing assessment of 
their own spiritual and 
religious competence

2.29 0.9 29.8% 14.9% 51.8% 3.5%

16. School Psychologists 
recognize the limits of 
their qualifications and 
competence in the spir-
itual and/or religious 
domains, including any 
responses to clients’ 
(or students’) spiritual-
ity and/or religion 
that may interfere 
with clinical practice, 
so that they (a) seek 
consultation from 
and collaborate with 
qualified clinicians 
or spiritual/religious 
source (e.g., priests, 
pastors, rabbis, imam, 
spiritual teachers, 
etc.), (b) seek further 
training and education 
and/or (c) refer clients 
(or students) to more 
qualified individuals 
and resources

2.18 1.1 33.3% 30.7% 20.2% 15.8%
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school psychologists’ traditional role in conducting evalua-
tions more frequently than providing direct intervention ser-
vices (Castillo et al., 2012). The limited attention to religion 
and spirituality within the context of interventions may also 
be driven by the context in which school psychologists tra-
ditionally work—public schools (Walcott & Hyson, 2018). 
Public school-based employees may be hesitant to respond 
to students’ religious and spiritual identities due concerns 
about the separation of church and state (Magaldi-Dopman 
& Park-Taylor, 2014). As programs who are responsible for 
preparing public school employees, school psychology fac-
ulty may perceive that extensive preparation for integrating 

religious and spiritual factors in intervention plans may not 
be useful for school-based employees. More research is 
needed to examine these assumptions to understand school 
psychology program faculty’s perceptions of addressing 
religious and spiritual diversity in their training programs.

Like these results, among a large sample of general psy-
chologists, approximately 70% of participants in Vieten 
et al.’s (2016) study reported that they received little or 
no explicit training in various domains religious/spiritual 
diversity competencies. Together, findings from our study 
and previous research demonstrate limited attention to reli-
gious and spiritual diversity in health service psychology 

Table 4  Student ratings for Vogel et al.’s (2013) 12 advanced competencies (N = 114)

Note. Strongly Disagree and Disagree suggest that students perceived they did not learn about religious/spiritual diversity in the practice domain; 
Neutral suggests that students neither disagreed or agreed with the idea of learning about religious/spiritual diversity in the practice domain; and 
Agree and Strongly Agree suggest that students perceived they learned about religious/spiritual diversity in the practice domain

Item M SD Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

1. Ethical guidelines and professional standards for religion/spir-
ituality

2.81 1.1 8.8% 35.1% 26.3% 26.3% 3.5%

2. Case conceptualization in light of clients’ (or students’) reli-
gious/spiritual values

2.72 1.1 15.8% 30.7% 23.7% 25.4% 4.4%

3. Assessment methods that consider
religion/spirituality in clients’ (or students’) lives

2.26 1.1 27.2% 43.0% 9.6% 16.7% 3.5%

4. Implementing religious/spiritual interventions in clinical work 1.93 1.0 38.6% 44.7% 4.4% 9.6% 2.6%
5. Countertransference issues with religiously/spiritually commit-

ted clients (or students)
2.39 1.2 28.9% 33.3% 11.4% 21.9% 4.4%

6. Self-reflective practices during work with religious/spiritual 
clients (or students)

2.68 1.2 21.1% 25.4% 22.8% 25.4% 5.3%

7. Conducting research that is sensitive to religious/spiritual 
diversity

2.45 1.1 21.9% 38.6% 14.9% 21.9% 2.6%

8. Understanding the major world religions/spiritualities 2.32 1.1 20.2% 46.6% 12.3% 17.5% 3.5%
9. Consultation skills related to religious/spiritual diversity 2.55 1.2 22.8% 31.6% 16.7% 25.4% 3.5%
10. Interdisciplinary collaboration with religious/spiritual leaders 2.32 1.2 28.9% 37.7% 9.6% 20.2% 3.5%
11. Considering religion/spirituality when determining if behavior 

is abnormal
2.82 1.1 14.0% 22.8% 34.2% 22.8% 6.1%

12. Views of personhood from the perspectives of major religions/
spiritualities

2.67 1.2 22.8% 25.4% 17.5% 30.7% 3.5%

Table 5  Source of religious/spiritual diversity learning in graduate programs (N = 114)

Note. Never suggests that students perceived they did not learn about religious/spiritual diversity through the listed source of learning; Rarely, 
Sometimes, and Often suggest that students perceived they learned about religious/spiritual diversity through the listed source of learning to 
some extent; and Always suggests that students perceived they learned about religious/spiritual diversity through the listed source of learning

Item M SD Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always

Coursework (e.g., assigned readings, class projects) 2.52 1.1 18.4% 32.5% 32.5% 11.4% 5.3%
Advisers and Mentors 2.41 1.2 25.4% 35.1% 19.3% 13.2% 7.0%
Practicum Experiences (e.g., supervision, client contact) 2.69 1.1 14.9% 28.9% 37.7% 10.5% 7.9%
Peer Interaction (e.g., student-led dialogue, peer feedback) 2.28 1.1 13.2% 23.7% 38.6% 16.7% 7.9%
Didactics, Seminars, and/or Grand Rounds 2.11 1.2 34.2% 35.1% 19.3% 8.8% 2.6%
Extracurricular Pursuits (e.g., conferences, voluntary readings) 2.60 1.1 15.8% 31.6% 35.1% 12.3% 5.3%
Research (e.g., peer-reviewed articles) 2.39 1.1 22.8% 35.1% 24.6% 14.9% 2.6%
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programs, despite professional practice standards emphasiz-
ing the relevance of all areas of human diversity (APA, 2017; 
NASP, 2020). Still, as counseling and clinical psychology 
students in McMinn et al.’s (2015) study reported higher 
ratings relative to the 12 advanced competencies (range, 
2.2–3.1) compared to our sample of school psychology stu-
dents (range, 2.1–2.8), school psychology programs may be 
particularly lacking attention to these core aspects of human 
diversity.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this study should be interpreted within 
the context of its limitations. First, we collected data via 
an online self-report survey. This may have resulted in 
response and social desirability biases, phenomena that 
are likely to be observed on self-report competence scales 
(Constantine, 2000; Constantine & Ladany, 2000). We also 
did not survey school psychology program faculty to under-
stand their perceptions of the training they provide. Future 
research can address this limitation by surveying faculty 
and students simultaneously to compare their responses 
and increase the field’s understanding of the extent to which 
school psychology programs address issues related to reli-
gious/spiritual diversity. We recruited research participants 
on a voluntary basis through e-mail correspondence with 
the program trainers; and abrupt changes due to COVID-19 
interfered with our capacity to recruit additional participants 
across the country. Due to these limitations, the results may 
not represent the perception of trainees across all school 
psychology programs in the US. Our approach to partici-
pant recruitment also may have influenced their response 
to survey items (e.g., most of our participants identified as 
Christian) and limit the generalizability of the results due to 
the lack of random sampling. Therefore, additional studies 
could employ more rigorous research methods to address 
these limitations and build upon this research.

Our team did not make significant changes to the two 
set of competencies, other than referencing the practice of 
school psychology as opposed to the practice of psychology 
in general. However, researchers have yet to complete a com-
prehensive vetting process to solicit multiple perspectives 
about the relevance of both set of competencies in the field 
of school psychology. Although school psychology practi-
tioners who participated in Parker’s (2019) study viewed 
Vieten et al.’s (2016) competencies as important for the field, 
future research can gain input from cross-cultural experts 
and school psychology practitioners to establish the social 
validity of both set of competencies in the field of school 
psychology.

Implications for School Psychology Training

School psychology program faculty can utilize the results 
of this exploratory study to reflect on the extent to which 
they are preparing graduate students to address the areas 
of religious/spiritual diversity in their professional work, as 
emphasized by practice and ethical standards put forth by 
APA (2017) and NASP (2020). Because school stakeholders 
“do not just leave their religious beliefs at home,” (Parker & 
Hanson, 2019, p. 9), the field of school psychology would 
be remiss if graduate students are inadequately prepared to 
navigate religious and spiritual diversity as emerging pro-
fessionals. Unfortunately, respondents in the current study 
reported receiving little preparation to address these two 
aspects of human diversity through formal coursework, even 
though formal coursework and field experiences are criti-
cal for preparing culturally responsive practitioners (Jones 
et al., 2013; Newell et al., 2010).

School psychology faculty should strive to embed con-
tent focused on religious and spiritual diversity in their 
classes/curricula sequence if such efforts are not employed. 
To equip trainees with the attitudes, knowledge, and skills 
they need to address issues related to religious and spiritual 
diversity, cross-cultural competence training should begin 
with encouraging graduate students to (a) develop an aware-
ness of their own religious/spiritual identity, (b) appreciate 
that PK-12 students, families and teachers may have differ-
ent religious/spiritual beliefs, and (c) understand how their 
own religious/spiritual identity and that of key stakeholders 
may impact the school psychologist’s perceptions of and 
professional interactions with the individuals they serve 
(Miranda, 2014; Vieten et al., 2016).

Regarding the latter, for example, it is important to 
emphasize that school psychologists should not disregard 
clients’ religious and spiritual beliefs based on the practi-
tioners’ own worldviews. An example of such was provided 
by a school psychologist who participated in the study con-
ducted by Parker and Hanson (2019), suggesting that practi-
tioners’ personal beliefs can disrupt the relationship between 
the school psychologist and the client:

"Being able to pray as a family…[is] going to be your 
primary [approach]…I support you with that. That’s 
great. What other things can we add onto that?” And 
so, I try to be respectful because it’s very off putting 
if someone comes in and says, “Well no but that’s not 
[effective], praying is not going to keep your child safe. 
Praying is not going to keep your child from doing 
XYZ." (p. 8)

It is also incumbent upon graduate trainers to encour-
age school psychology trainees to (a) be aware of how their 
own religious and spiritual belief system may interfere with 
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their capacity to serve students/families with different belief 
systems or other social identities, and (b) make necessary 
steps to rectify personal barriers to providing non-biased, 
culturally responsive services (e.g., gaining more exposure 
to diverse groups, considering transitioning to another pro-
fession). For example, mental health providers refusing to 
serve LGBTQ + clients due to the providers’ religious/spir-
itual belief system is unethical and potentially illegal (see the 
following two legal cases: Bruff v. North Mississipi Health 
Services, Inc. [2001] and Ward v. Willbanks [2010]).

Moreover, cross-cultural training relative to religious and 
spiritual diversity (and other aspects of diversity for that 
matter) should not be limited to a single diversity course 
(Newell et al., 2010). Just as Vogel’s advanced religious/
spiritual practice competencies focus on the importance of 
preparing graduate students to apply their knowledge rela-
tive to religious/spiritual diversity across multiple aspects 
of professional psychological service, school psychologists 
should be prepared to provide culturally responsive ser-
vices with religiously/spiritually diverse clients in various 
domains of professional practice (Rogers & Lopez, 2002): 
assessment, intervention, and consultation. Assessment 
courses, for example, could help school psychology train-
ees understand how to inquire about students’ and families’ 
religious/spiritual beliefs (Jones, 2014) when seeking to 
conceptualize the client’s needs.

Intervention courses could review how school psy-
chologists may adapt existing interventions to be respon-
sive to students’ and families’ religious/spiritual world-
views, as emphasized in the professional literature (e.g., 
Haboush, 2007, 2010); Jerome, 2011; Suzuki et al., 2006; 
Tynan et  al.,  2015). An example of such may include 
affirming families’ decisions to utilize religious/spiritual-
based practices as a source of coping (e.g., Parker &  Han-
son, 2019). As religious and spiritual issues also may arise 
within the context of school-based consultation (Parker & 
Hanson, 2019), school psychology trainees should be pre-
pared to demonstrate sensitivity to both clients’ and consult-
ees’ religious/spiritual beliefs. Because student advocacy is 
a critical aspect of school psychologists’ professional work, 
trainees also should be equipped to advocate for clients who 
are negatively impacted by a school and community climate 
that utilize religious rhetoric to ostracize and marginalize 
other youth (i.e., religiously/spiritually minoritized youth 
and/or LGBTQ + youth; Atwal & Wang,  2019; Dupper 
et al., 2015; Goforth et al., 2017a, 2017b; Haboush, 2010); 
Newman et al., 2018; Sulkowski et al., 2014).

We recognize that in-depth training around religious and 
spiritual diversity may be impossible for school psychol-
ogy programs; this is especially true for specialist-level 
students who only receive two years of formal coursework 
before they go on to internship. School psychology faculty 
can create a resource bank for students to access on their 

own time through self-study and personal initiation because 
learning in this area of practice can occur through multiple 
modalities (Plante, 2014). Based on Plante’s (2014) recom-
mendations and the core methods of learning Vogel et al.’s 
(2013) study highlight, faculty can provide students with 
resources to help them understand different religious/spir-
itual groups, including how they may perceive educational 
and psychological services. Additional literature may cover 
a range of related topics, such as when and how to partner 
with various religious/spiritual organizations when issues 
arise in practice. Students also can be informed about confer-
ences and other professional development opportunities to 
expand their awareness, knowledge, and skills with respect 
to culturally responsive practice. To foster students’ capacity 
to collaborate with individuals from diverse religious/spir-
itual backgrounds, faculty could alert students to relevant, 
public community events for field-based learning. Faculty 
also can inform students of professional interest groups and 
invite guest speakers to share insight about this topic to help 
students build their professional network related to this area 
of practice.

Finally, school psychology faculty may wish to have 
focused discussions about the implications of responding to 
religious/spiritual diversity as mental health providers who 
are also required to adhere to the separation of church in 
their role as public-school employees. Case law supports the 
idea that school-based employees should not force students 
to engage in religious/spiritual practices or adopt specific 
religious/spiritual practices at the school level (e.g., Doe v. 
Elmbrook Sch. Dist.—687 F.3d 840 [7th Cir. 2012]; Santa 
Fe Independent School District v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290 [2000]; 
Stone v. Graham, 449 U.S. 39 [1980]). However, limited 
guidance has been published in the professional literature 
regarding how school-based mental health providers should 
respond to students/families who allude to their religious/
spiritual beliefs when receiving counseling or psychologi-
cal services. Drawing from prior work focused on this topic 
in the field of school counseling, trainers could emphasize 
that school mental health providers may have some latitude 
to address students’ spiritual and religious worldviews if 
practitioners do not impose their spiritual/religious beliefs 
on students/families and advocate for the adoption of one 
religion over another (Wolf, 2004). School psychology train-
ers may also wish to review proposed spiritual and religious 
competencies Kimbel and Schellenberg (2013) developed 
for school counselors to guide program and classroom con-
versations about this topic. Ultimately, it may be in their 
best interest to encourage graduate students to consult with 
supervisors or district attorneys for guidance and support 
to make a decision that is most appropriate for their work 
setting.

382 Contemporary School Psychology  (2023) 27:370–385



1 3

Conclusion

Religion and spirituality are core aspects of an individu-
al’s cultural background, alongside other markers of one’s 
cultural identity. National survey data (Lyons, 2004; Pew 
Research Center, 2019; Twenge et al., 2015) unequivocally 
show that students, families, and educators with whom 
school psychologists serve will likely represent diverse reli-
gious/spiritual identities that can permeate within the school 
and clinical setting. Considering that religion and spiritu-
ality can influence individuals’ beliefs, values, behaviors, 
and experiences, including how individuals marginalize 
other human beings, it is incumbent upon school psychol-
ogy faculty to acknowledge and respond to this reality. As 
a field that proclaims to be champions of multiculturalism, 
culturally responsive practice, and social justice, we cannot 
continue to minimize certain domains of human diversity. To 
this end, school psychology programs are well-positioned to 
build a foundation for emerging practitioners by equipping 
them with the knowledge they need to respond to religious 
and spiritual diversity before beginning practice.
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