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A computer program, School Psychologist Simulation, is described. The program presents users
with information and events such as might be encountered in a real school setting regarding
schoolchildren referred to the school psychologist; users can practice the skills needed by a school
psychologist in the assessment of the case. The participant then submits a report detailing as
sessment, recommendations, and reasoning for the case in either essay or multiple-choice format.
An additional program permits the instructor to customize the material presented to the user
by modifying the case material of a specific child and/or by altering the forms displayed to the
user in all cases.

School psychology trainers have often found that course
work alone provides insufficient experience for students to
integrate their skills into real-world problem-solving sit
uations. Students may passqualifying exams but beunable
to survive an internship in the public schools because they
lack concrete experience with decision making. Opportu
nities to develop good judgment are limited by multiple
factors, including record confidentiality, time constraints,
and access to children. Public schools are reluctant, for
ethical reasons, to make children's records available and
to permit the evaluation of their pupils by relatively un
trained graduate students (American Psychological Associ
ation, 1981; Bersoff & Hofer, 1990). Practicum place
ments may permit students to "look at but not touch"
young children.

Usual methods of training through lectures, books, or
seminars frequently do not allow sufficient time for the
interaction and feedback that are necessary to adequately
train graduate students. In addition, there is a need to help
practicing school psychologists to keep abreast of new
developments.

These computer programs were prepared under a productivity grant
awarded to the designers by Rochester Institute ofTechnology. Our grate
ful thanks to Thomas Plough, Joan Green, and many others for their assis
tance and support in the execution of this project. Correspondence may
be addressed to Morton Isaacs, Rochester Institute ofTechnology, I Lomb
Drive, Rochester, NY 14623 (e-mail: in%"mjigss@ritvax.bitnet").

Newer methods for presenting standardized case ma
terial to school psychologists for training and research pur
poses are needed. McDermott (1980, 1981), using printed
material, found little agreement among school psycholo
gists regarding diagnosis of a standardized set of infor
mation; in fact, a negative correlation was found between
amount of training and experience in the field of school
psychology and levels of agreement among practitioners.
Ward, Ward, and Clark (1991) similarly used printed ma
terial in an effort to assess similarity of judgments by
school psychologists on the basis of the type of referral
they received and their experience in the field.

A diagnostic management problem (DMP) procedure
has proved quite useful in medicine and other fields in
evaluating diagnostic competencies (e.g., McGuire, Solo
mon, & Boshook, 1976; Rimoldi, 1961; Slater & Slater,
1971). Gredler (1990) used the DMP format to assess di
agnostic agreement in the field of school psychology by
presenting 46 "diagnostic bits" of information to subjects
on 3 x5 in. cards. Participants selected the data by name.
The order and the name of the index card selected was
checked off by the subject on a master index sheet, sub
jects being allotted up to 1 h to complete the activity. They
then were asked to give plans for management of theprob
lem, along with their conclusions and reasons for the
child's behavior and learning difficulties. Efficiency and
proficiency scores were computed based on an "expert"
solution of the case.
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Computer simulation is a technique currently being used
to replace or at least supplement printed material in many
areas. A cursory glance through one commercial catalog,
Chariot Software Group's Higher Education Software
Collection (1991), for example, lists such applications as
Interactive Physics, MacChemistry, Beaker, MacSurvey,
SirnZym, and Airline as simulations in areas ranging from
physics to sociology. In a simulation produced for Har
vard Law School, student lawyers pursue case informa
tion while encountering the difficulties and limitations
faced by actual practicing lawyers (Hoelscher, 1988). It
is clear that simulations create opportunities for trainees
to learn, integrate, and apply the knowledge of their dis
cipline without the costs of time, money, or injury to
others that might occur if actual people were involved.

The benefits of computer simulation over methods
utilizing printed material lie in the added realism of the
visual input and animation that computers permit, the ease
in replacing data and information if desired to continu
ally update the simulation, the precision in activity track
ing and record keeping that computers permit, and the en
joyment that users report when interacting with a "game"
rather than a more formally structured investigation.

School Psychologist Simulation, a computer simulation
program for use by school-psychology students and pro
fessionals, was developed to take advantage of these ben
efits. The simulation can be run on any Macintosh com
puter that has HyperCard 1.2.5 (or later version) and at
least 2 MB of RAM. The program does not require stu
dents to have much computer knowledge; basically, all
that is needed is the knowledge of how to begin an appli-

cation on the Macintosh and how to use the mouse. A
small training program in using the mouse and choosing
from menus on the Macintosh is an option included in the
program's introduction for those users who desire it.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROGRAM

The simulation begins with the user selecting by name
one of (at present) five cases available in the program.
The user is then placed at a school psychologist's desk
top (Figure 1) and watches as a Committee on Special
Education (CSE) form is placed by an animated hand into
the "In" box on the desk, then taken to the desktop and
opened (Figure 2). It is a referral to the CSE from a
teacher who has been having problems with a child, and
it describes in brief form the problem as reported by the
teacher. After the user has completely read the informa
tion on the form, it is "filed" by being moved over to
the nearby file cabinet, and the desktop is left ready to
be utilized by the participant.

The user can then choose to perform many actions: let
ters can be sent, phone calls made, or personal visits con
ducted with the child's parents or guardians and/or the
child's teacher for interviews; past school record files can
be checked in the file cabinet; the child's behavior in the
classroom can be observed; and an appointment can be
made for the child to be evaluated. Tests to be ad
ministered at the test session can be chosen by the user
from more than 50 standard academic, personality, in
tellectual, and behavioral tests. After administration of
a test, results are shown to the user in the form suitable

School Psychologist computer Simulation

Figure 1. Desktop of the School Psychologist Simulation program.
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---"-=- Referred by --"'.......'--0."""'-''''''''''-....... _

Significant delays in receptive and expressive lanquac

CSEREFERRAL FORM
Child Study Team Report _X_ Completed __Not Comp
Parental Consent Form __Completed _X_Not Comp.

3-17 Referral for Child Study Team _X_
Referral for Psychological Services __

4-1 Referral for Committee on Special Education _X__

Presenting Problem (What do you see as the problem(s)?

I. Child's Name David Coronado Sex _tl_ Age 6 - 2
Address 531 South tlain Street Telephone _
Father or Guardian Jesus Coronado Occupation factory worl
Mother or Guardian tlaria Coronado Occupation homemaker
School Pa t terson Grade ----"K~__
Date of Referral 4-1 tliss Williams

Figure 2. First page of the CSE form in the SPS program.

for the test; they may be numerical results, projective pic
tures drawn by the child, or the examiner's notes of the
child's behavior during that test. Notes taken of the stu
dent's behavior during the testing session as a whole are
displayed after the examination is completed.

At any time during the program, the user can make
notes to himself on a "Notepad" that can be consulted
and edited. Help is available at any point by pressing a
"Help" button. Written "Participant's Instructions" are
also available to the trainer that can be distributed in ad
vance of the simulation.

Since many options are available to the user at all times,
effectively and efficiently choosing among them requires
a range of professional skills, including decision making

ability, diagnostic competency, and knowledge of varied
intervention strategies.

When satisfied that enough information has been
gathered to complete the assessment, the participant cre
ates a report on the case to the CSE as the final product.
The report may be typed directly onto the computer screen
in an unstructured format or chosen by the user from var
ious multiple-choicecategories predesigned by the instruc
tor or both, as required by the trainer. An option is avail
able to permit the report to be printed immediately if a
printer is attached to the computer.

Throughout the session, the computer saves a list of
each of the student's decisions as they are made as well
as a copy of the CSE final report. The final report is valu-

Allows you to modify the
assessment forms which tt
student completes at the el
of the SPS simulation.

Figure 3. Opening screen of the Instructor's Aid program.
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able as the summary assessment and recommendation doc
ument by the user; the decision-path text provides addi
tional information for feedback and evaluation as to how
the student arrived at these conclusions. Trainers and stu
dents can review the student's choices versus the alterna
tives that were available and suitable but not chosen by
the student.

An accompanying Instructor's Aid program allows the
trainer to modify both the specific case material and the
format of the assessment instruments to meet the particu
lar needs of the state or district in which the training is
taking place (Figure 3). This is crucial since states and
districts have differing criteria that must be met in order
for schoolchildren to receive help, as well as varying defi
nitions of the diagnostic conditions themselves and the
forms on which the information must be submitted to the
appropriate agencies. The Instructor's Aid program per
mits the format of the evaluation instruments to be easily
modified so that they can be tailored to state or local re
quirements and to revisions in tests as they occur. It also
allows trainers to modify the specific case material to
make a diagnosis clearer or more ambiguous, to permit
varying levels of difficulty for different stages of the train
ing sequence.

Simulations such as this one appear to offer interesting
and efficient aids in the training of professionals, in main
taining the skills of those already in the field, and in es-

tablishing standardized material suitable for research
purposes.
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