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I.   Background:  
The existence of vacancies for speech-language pathologists (SLPs) in educational settings is a serious nationwide problem (American Speech-Language Hearing Association, Supply and Demand for Speech-Language Pathologists, September 2006).  Vermont’s Family, Infant, & Toddler Program and many Vermont school districts report difficulty filling vacancies.  As a result of these vacancies, there is concern that: some Vermont children and students are not receiving the quantity or quality of speech-language services they need; some SLPs need to take on higher caseloads, which can reduce service quality and lead to burnout; and some districts must spend more money on contracted services to meet their SLP needs.
The Vermont Coalition to address personnel shortages in speech-language pathology was formed in the fall of 2006 in order to begin the process of identifying how to reduce SLP vacancies in Vermont educational settings.  Twenty-three individuals representing school administrators, policy makers, consumers, and speech-language pathologists participated in an initial meeting on September 26, 2006.  A total of five meetings were held through 10/10/07.  The following charge, scope, and beliefs were adopted:
Charge:  To collaboratively define the possible causes of the shortage of personnel serving children with communication disorders and to identify and prioritize strategies and solutions to address the shortage.  
Scope:  Specific shortages of SLPs serving children and youth ages 0-21.  

Beliefs:  There is a shortage of SLPs working with infants, toddlers, and school-age children in many of the districts/regions in the state.  Some districts have gone several years without filling vacancies. There are a variety of reasons for the shortage of SLPs.
II. Identified causes of and strategies for reducing SLP shortages in Vermont

A. Identified Root Causes:
1. Limited availability, access to (cost/commitment), and capacity of Masters training programs
2. High workload (inefficient use of SLPs and models of service delivery; increase in size and severity of caseloads) 
3. Limited compensation packages (district budgets, rules/regulations play a role)
4. Lack of career awareness in high schools/colleges leading to fewer individuals entering the field in college
B.
Prioritized Strategies: (listed in order of priority)
1. Increase access to and capacity of Masters training programs to graduate more SLPs annually in Vermont.  Increase distance learning opportunities.

2. Increase knowledge of SLP role in and training on best practice guidelines for all disability areas (e.g. autism, language learning disability) and models of service delivery.  Increase transdisciplinary training, as appropriate, to clarify how others can help.
3. Improve SLP recruitment and retention strategies/policies: particularly working with districts/union to improve compensation packages (salary, benefits, bonuses, perks).
4. Increase publicity to high school and college students about SLP field.

5. Consider other levels (SLP Assistants) of licensure and be clear about scope of practice – technical/clinical skills.

Three committees were formed to focus on the first 3 prioritized strategies for solving VT SLP shortages:  increasing the annual number of Masters level SLP graduates from Vermont programs; improving effective/efficient use of SLPs by increasing knowledge of/training on best practice service delivery models; and improving recruitment/retention efforts by understanding the effect of compensation and other work aspects on job satisfaction.  Those who were not directly involved in the committee work were kept informed and provided input via email exchange.

III.   Findings:  Summary of Committee work

A. Committee #1:  Training Programs:  Increase capacity of and access to Masters training programs 

The Department of Education and University of Vermont collaborated in the fall of 2006 to write the third installment of the State Improvement Grant.  The grant included funding for a distance learning program with UVM in order to graduate more Vermont-based Masters level SLP professionals.  The grant was passed, and beginning in the spring of 2009, UVM plans to begin implementation of this program.  In addition to the 15 annual Masters level professionals it graduates through its regular Face-to-Face program, at least 10 additional Vermont-based students will graduate over a 5 year period through primarily distance learning avenues.  There are currently several Vermont based students enrolled in other distance learning SLP Masters programs and UVM has committed to work collaboratively with them to help ensure supervision of in-state internships.
B. Committee #2:  WorkIoad:  Improve effective/efficient use of SLPs by increasing knowledge of/training on best practice service delivery models
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As a result of the coalition forum, questions were raised regarding the efficiency and effectiveness of SLPs currently working in the schools.  In an effort to gather some initial data, this committee contacted the University of Vermont and collaborated with a second-year speech-language pathology graduate student in formulating a thesis for a research paper.  In her graduate research paper, Retention of School-Based SLPs in Vermont: Relationships among Job Satisfaction, Caseload, Workload, and Best Practice, Malinda Hartwell, M.S., reported the following (full research paper can be viewed at www.vsha.us):
1.
The characteristics of SLP workloads in schools showed wide variability in the following areas: 

a. Number of school assignments for SLPs (1-6)

b. Number of  therapy sessions per month (12-300)

c. Percent of group sessions 0-96%

d. Number of evaluations per month:  0-7 

e. Number of hours per week on administrative and managerial duties (0-25)
f. Number of SLPs having assistants (52%) 
2. In terms of SLPs implementing best practice in schools, the survey found that there was a varied response rate in regards to:
a. Time to access research

b. Time to collaborate with experts

c. Time to attend conferences

d. Time for optimal service delivery (only 19% often felt that was possible)

e. Time to collaborate with families 

In the Implications section of her research document, Hartwell states:  

“Throughout the current research, the theme of time has occurred numerous times. The SLPs surveyed indicated that they did not have enough time to implement best practice. If best practice is, in fact, the measure of the quality of services that children receive, this is clearly a problem. The present data suggest that children are not receiving the quality of services to which they are entitled because SLPs simply do not have the necessary time and points to workloads that are overwhelming if not unrealistic. “ 

This research only pertains to the school age population.  SLPs also provide services for the Family, Infant, and Toddler, and Essential Early Education population.  Service delivery models and best practices should be examined in those age groups as well.

These results are only the initial step in gathering data to look at the current state of affairs in schools and determine how SLPs can become more efficient and effective in their current practices.  The results of this study show wide variability in practices throughout the state.  Additional research should be conducted to look more closely at service delivery models, how effective they are in addressing the needs of students on IEPs, how best practices might be encouraged and insured, and what their correlation is to recruitment and retention of SLPs in schools and early intervention settings.  

C. Committee #3:  Recruitment/Retention:  Increase understanding of vacancies in Vermont and the effect of compensation and other work aspects on job satisfaction
While there is a general acceptance that there is a shortage of SLPs working in Vermont educational settings, this committee felt the need to quantify the extent of these vacancies.  Additionally, since there may be many factors related to the recruitment and retention of qualified SLPs, this committee determined that additional information was required to identify those factors that are critical in SLPs’ decisions to work in Vermont educational settings.  Two surveys were developed with the assistance of market researcher, Alexandra Spalding from Spalding Marketing.  Funding for this and other coalition activities came from a grant through the American Speech-Language Hearing Association (ASHA).
1. The Vacancy Data survey was designed to assess the extent of the shortage of SLPs in schools around the state, and determine district interest in potential incentive programs.  Sixty-one surveys were distributed statewide via email by the president of the Vermont Council of Special Education Administrators (VCSEA) to special education directors and the VT Center for the Deaf at the beginning of September 2007. Department of Education representatives also distributed and collected the paper surveys at each VCSEA regional meeting in September 2007. Forty-one surveys were returned (69%).  Full survey results can be viewed at www.vsha.us.  Results include:
a. Nearly half of the responding Vermont districts/supervisory unions have unfilled SLP positions, many remaining open for more than 4 months.
b. 38% of reported vacancies are from the Southwest region; 24% from the Northwest. 
c. 66% contract out evaluation and treatment services – average of 19 hours per week.
d. 44% of Vermont school districts/supervisory unions have 1-2 full-time master’s level SLPs on staff. 6 in 10 hire part time SLPs.
e. Nearly 90% of districts/supervisory unions hire speech-language paraprofessionals and two-thirds of those have had no formal coursework or training.
f. Nearly 6 of 10 districts/supervisory unions say they would desire at least 1 additional speech-language pathologist if budgets were not an issue.

g. Many report that their district/supervisory union have individuals qualified to complete a graduate degree in speech language pathology and 2/3 say they would consider tuition assistance.
h. 3 of 10 supervisory union/districts provide a salary stipend, bonus or supplement to SLPs. Reasons for these stipends are varied: increased summer rate, national dues, education tuition, covering shortages, overtime, etc.
i. 4 of 10 directors say their supervisory union/district would want to know more about SLP stipends, bonuses or supplements.

2. The SLP Compensation Package & Job Satisfaction Study was designed to better understand critical factors that drive recruitment and retention of SLPs in school settings.  To accomplish this goal, 338 online survey invitations were sent to Vermont SLPs, out of the roughly 380 SLPs currently holding a Vermont license (not all of which are school based practitioners and not all had accessible email addresses).  SurveyMonkey, a low cost online survey provider, was the survey host.  The survey was closed out on October 1, 2007, and 43% of the surveys were completed.  Full survey results can be viewed at www.vsha.us.  Results include:

a. Salary shows significant gaps relative to its level of influence in taking a job.  Only 27% say they are “very satisfied” with their salary, though 80% are “very or somewhat” satisfied.
b. Salary, followed by a friendly work environment and manageable workload lead the list of factors that most influence (over 80% of those surveyed) the decision to stay or leave a job.

c. Only 8% say they receive a salary stipend and 40% say this has “a lot of influence” on a decision to stay or leave. Satisfaction on salary stipends received is very low, presumably because most don’t receive one.
d. 1 in 5 SLPs is dissatisfied with caseload/workload.
e. Most receive medical, retirement and continuing education benefits. These are all highly valued, especially health and retirement benefits. They contribute “a lot” to a decision to stay or leave their job. Health and continuing education benefits exhibit high levels of satisfaction.
f. Having school duties and the need to travel between or among schools is a real consideration for recruitment/retention for one out of three surveyed. 

g. 1 in 5 SLPs is dissatisfied with the level of administrative support and 70% indicate that this contributes “a lot” to their decision to stay or leave a job. Some respondents specified that a better understanding of SLP roles would help. 

h. Close to 1 in 5 SLPs is dissatisfied with the level of professional recognition received in schools and half say this is highly influential in their decision to stay/leave their job. 

D.  Other related work:  

The Vermont Speech-Language Hearing Association (VSHA) began work on the remaining 2 prioritized strategies involving publicity to high school and college students about the profession of speech-language pathology, and licensing speech-language assistants (SLPAs).  Beginning in January 2009, VSHA plans to offer incentives to Vermont school-based SLPs for engaging in recruitment activities, such as having high school students job shadow or participating in job fairs.  Secondly, VSHA initiated an Ad Hoc Committee in 2007 to develop recommendations about the possible need for policy guiding the use and supervision of SLPAs in Vermont.  This committee consists of SLPs, Special Education Directors, and representatives from the Department of Education.  The committee will be concluding its work with final recommendations in the summer of 2008.  

IV.  Summary
The Vermont Coalition to address personnel shortages in speech-language pathology convened five meetings between 9/26/06 and 10/10/07 to define causes of the shortage, prioritize strategies, and begin to implement solutions.  Twenty-three stakeholders attended the initial coalition meeting, out of which three committees worked on the plan.  The committees focused on the top three prioritized strategies for solving the SLP shortage in VT educational settings:  
1. increasing the annual number of Masters level SLP graduates from Vermont programs;
2. improving effective/efficient use of SLPs by increasing knowledge of/training on best practice service delivery models; and 
3. improving recruitment/retention efforts by understanding the effect of compensation and other work aspects on job satisfaction.
State Improvement Grant funding was approved for supporting an expansion of the University of Vermont’s SLP Masters program using primarily distance learning avenues.  This program will begin in the spring 2009.  Three statewide surveys conducted in 2007 and 2008 provided information related to identifying the extent of the VT SLP shortage, determining district interest in incentive programs, identifying critical factors that drive recruitment and retention of SLPs in VT school settings, and identifying initial factors related to workload efficiency and best practice.  The Vermont Speech-Language-Hearing Association (VSHA) also studied the feasibility of providing incentives to SLPs for engaging in the following recruitment/retention activities:  attending job fairs to promote the profession, welcoming high school students to job shadow local area SLPs at their places of employment, and educating administrators on the role of SLPs in schools.  Details of this incentive program will be outlined in VSHA’s strategic plan beginning in January 2009.  An ad hoc committee formed in 2007 involving VSHA, the Vermont Council for Special Education Administrators (VCSEA), and the Department of Education (DOE) to develop recommendations about the possible need for policy guiding the use and supervision of SLPAs in Vermont.  Findings and recommendations will be finalized in the summer of 2008. 

This coalition was successful in beginning a state-wide discussion on the issues related to SLP shortages in VT educational settings and initiating efforts to reduce this shortage.  Additional work will need to be completed to fully implement the coalition’s prioritized strategies for solving the shortage.

V.   Recommendations:

A. Training programs

1. Advertise UVM’s expanded SLP Distance Learning Masters program and other available SLP distance learning programs  to the public.  

2. Share information about UVM’s expanded SLP Distance Learning Masters program with coalition organizations so they can distribute the information to their members.  In turn, these members should notify individuals in their district/region who may be good candidates for, and are interested in, becoming SLPs.  Districts may wish to consider tuition or other assistance to potential candidates in exchange for a work commitment once a Masters degree is earned.

B.  Workload  

1. Gather additional information on current, nationwide best practice methods and models of service delivery in school and early intervention settings.  Disseminate information to administrators and train SLPs, in order to improve efficiency and effectiveness of services to children and students.

2. Identify effective practices that reduce SLP workload time and expand involvement of teachers, parents, and other professionals in implementing intervention.  Provide training to these individuals and SLPs.

3. Develop a scale to measure success of these practices and effect on SLP workload and retention.

C.  Recruitment/Retention
1. Discuss results from the Vacancy Data and SLP Compensation Package & Job Satisfaction Studies, as well as state and national SLP recruitment/retention strategies and incentive programs with school/early intervention administrators and union representatives around the state.  Information can be viewed at www.vsha.us (school issues button), and http://www.asha.org/about/recruitment/schools/. 

2. Develop a system to track districts and agencies that initiate specific recruitment/retention efforts.  Collect data and monitor annual SLP vacancies in educational and early intervention settings to determine effect of implemented recruitment/retention strategies.  Include data from the Family, Infant, and Toddler Program.  
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Acronyms

DOE

Department of Education

FIT

Family, Infant, Toddler 

SIG

State Improvement Grant

VCDHH
Vermont Center for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing

VCDR

Vermont Coalition for Disability Rights

VCSEA
Vermont Council for Special Education Administrators

VPA

Vermont Principals Association
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Vermont Parent Information Center

VSA

Vermont Superintendents Association

VSBA

Vermont School Board Association

VSBPE
Vermont Standards Board for Professional Educators
VSHA

Vermont Speech-Language-Hearing Association

UVM

University of Vermont
VT HEC
Vermont Higher Education Collaborative

VT NEA
Vermont National Education Association

A sub-committee met and prepared this document for review & revision by all coalition participants, but not all organizations have taken a position on its content and recommendations.
Respectfully submitted 6/24/08 by Kari Fabrizio, VSHA President
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