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Projective Test Use Among
School Psychologists
A Survey and Critique

Robin L. Hojnoski
University of Memphis

Rhonda Morrison
Melissa Brown
William J. Matthews
University of Massachusetts, Amherst

The use of projective techniques by school psychologists has been a point of interest and
debate, with a number of survey studies documenting usage. The purpose of this study is to
update the status of projective use among school psychologists, with a specific focus on their
use in the social emotional assessment of children in schools. In addition to gathering infor-
mation about the frequency of use, this study provides information about the types of assess-
ment activities in which the assessments are used and practitioner’s perception of the utility of
specific instruments. Results indicate that school psychologists view projective assessments as
moderately useful and that they continue to use projectives across grades and for a variety of
educational purposes, including eligibility determination and intervention development.
Results are discussed critically in the context of previous research.

Keywords: projectives; assessment; practice trends

Test usage among clinical psychologists has been an interest of researchers, with numer-
ous articles on the topic documenting practices since 1935 (Lubin, Larsen, &

Matarazzo, 1984; Lubin, Wallis, & Paine, 1971; Sundberg, 1961; Watkins, Campbell,
Nieberding, & Hallmark, 1995). Three major findings emerged from the Watkins et al.
(1995) survey of 412 members of the American Psychological Association that summarized
the status of test usage among clinical psychologists. First, across settings, clinical psy-
chologists appeared to consistently employ a select core of assessment procedures.
Furthermore, those procedures had been consistently employed, for the most part, across
several decades. Finally, results suggested that despite increasing negative opinions about
projective techniques by academics, these instruments were still listed in the top 10 used
by survey respondents.

Specific interest in testing practices among school psychologists has been documented
in the literature since the early 1980s. Early survey findings in terms of frequency of test
usage in the domains of personality and behavior indicate school psychologists frequently
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use various projective assessments, interviews, and informal observations and rating scales
(Goh & Fuller, 1981; Goh, Teslow, & Fuller, 1981; Prout, 1983). Follow-up survey studies
appear to be equivocal, with the degree of change in testing practices dependent on the
study reviewed. In the decade subsequent to the aforementioned studies, change in practice
with specific regard to the use of projective assessments initially appears to have been min-
imal, with Hutton, Dubes, and Muir (1992) reporting a small change in test usage in their
survey of 389 members of the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP).
Specifically, the use of behavior-rating measures had increased and the use of certain pro-
jective assessments had decreased several percentage points. Stinnett, Havey, and Oehler-
Stinnet (1994), in their survey of 123 school psychologists, found that when compared to
the results of Goh et al. (1981), the use of projectives had decreased significantly. However,
when the same results are compared to those of Hutton et al. (1992), use of the methods
appears to have increased. Wilson and Reschly (1996) echoed the notion of little overall
change in the field in their survey of 251 NASP members. Although structured observations
were ranked first in terms of frequency of usage, projectives, including the Bender-Gestalt
and interpretative drawing tests, were still ranked among the top 10 most used instruments.
Finally, in the most recent study of assessment practices in the social/behavioral/emotional
arena (Shapiro & Heick, 2004), results suggest school psychologists are increasing their
use of interview, rating, and observational methods of assessment and decreasing their use
of projectives.

Shapiro and Heick’s (2004) results also indicated that almost 90% of practitioners surveyed
reported that behavioral assessments provide a valuable link to intervention. Furthermore, sur-
vey respondents in the Stinnett et al. (1994) study rated informal assessment methods includ-
ing interviews and observations as more important than projective methods in terms of the
significance of the information yielded. These notions of treatment utility (Hayes, Nelson, &
Jarrett, 1987; Nelson-Gray, 2003) and social validity (Wolfe, 1978) are critical in evaluating
the quality of an assessment tool. In addition to demonstrating technical adequacy in the more
traditional psychometric sense of reliability and validity, ideally, assessment tools will have
strong treatment utility and social validity. To maximize the effectiveness of assessment, pro-
cedures must be linked to intervention in a manner that results in program and intervention
planning that is acceptable, meaningful, and worthwhile. That is, assessment procedures must
be useful. Certainly, these standards prompt practitioners and scientists to critically consider
whether many of the assessment tools in popular use meet such criteria. Some would argue
especially that the criterion of treatment utility is seldom achieved with many norm-referenced
test procedures used for intelligent and achievement testing (Howell & Nolet, 1999; Marston,
1989; Shinn, 2002). Questionable practice in one domain, however, should not provide a ratio-
nale for questionable practice in another.

In the domain of social emotional assessment, tools exist that have stronger treatment util-
ity and social validity. Although the extent to which they demonstrate (and should demon-
strate) traditional forms of reliability and validity are less clear (Kratochwill & Shapiro,
2000), the usefulness of more objective measures has been demonstrated. In their survey of
195 specialist-level school psychologists, Cheramie, Griffin, and Morgan (2000) found
assessments requiring a lower order of inference such as interviews, direct observations,
review of records, and behavior rating scales as most useful in determining classification for
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emotional disturbance and developing classroom recommendations. Survey respondents
rated projective techniques as least useful. Furthermore, with regard to consumer satisfaction,
in a survey of 339 members of the NASP, Eckert, Hintze, and Shapiro (1997) found behav-
ioral assessment procedures to be more acceptable than traditional assessment procedures that
included projective drawings in the assessment of externalizing behavior problems.

Given issues of psychometric adequacy, treatment utility, and social validity, the continued
use of projective assessments by school psychologists is puzzling (Lilienfeld, Wood, & Garb,
2000). Use of such instruments in educational settings remains a source of debate and contro-
versy in the field. Indeed, issues of professional journals have been devoted to discussions of
both the merits and the criticisms of projective assessments, with the debate remaining active
across decades (see Knoff, 1983; Witt, 1993) both in the literature and in practice. It is impor-
tant to note that not all psychologists, both clinical and school, share the same perspective with
regard to their use. Indeed, some clinicians find these tools useful. It is equally important to
note, however, that even individuals who have historically been linked to the study and pro-
motion of projectives (Knoff, 1983) more recently appear to advocate a more balanced
approach that first considers the use of more objective measures in addressing social-emotional
behavior of children; “projective instruments . . . are only useful (if at all) in the earliest stages
of the RQC (Referral Question Consultation) process” (Knoff, 2002, p. 1299).

The purpose of this study is to follow up on previous survey research regarding test usage
among school psychologists, with a specific focus on the use of projective assessments in the
social-emotional assessment of children in schools. In addition to gathering information about
the frequency of use, this study provides information about the types of assessment activities
in which the techniques are used and practitioners’perceptions of the utility of specific assess-
ment instruments. This focus was selected because of recent attention to best practices in
assessment on a national level and because previous studies have not explored in detail the
types of assessment activities in which projectives are used. It was hypothesized that with
increasing professional attention to the blueprint for school psychology training and practice
(Ysseldyke, Dawson, Lehr, Reschly, & Telzrow, 1997), professional standards for assessment
tools and practices, and increasing national emphasis on functional behavior assessment as a
cornerstone of the reauthorization of the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA,
1997), the use of projective techniques would be minimal and, in general, practitioners would
report these techniques as lacking in utility. The results of the study are presented in the con-
text of a critique of the use of projective techniques in school psychology.

Method

This survey was a partial replication and extension of the work conducted earlier regard-
ing test usage among school psychologists (Goh & Fuller, 1981; Goh et al., 1981; Hutton
et al., 1992; Prout, 1983; Stinnett et al., 1994; Wilson & Reschly, 1996). The survey
included demographic characteristics, primary orientation of graduate training programs,
descriptive information of employment settings, number of assessments administered, per-
ceptions of utility of different projective assessments, and the frequency and purpose of
projectives administered.1
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Practitioner Sample

A random sample of 500 practicing school psychologists was selected from the 2002
NASP membership list. The sample was randomized by geographic region consistent with
Wilson and Reschly (1996). Twelve percent of respondents were from the Northeast region,
13% were from the Mid-Atlantic region, 11% were from the south Atlantic region, 4% were
from the east south central region, 18% were from the east north central region, 4% were from
the west south central region, 10% were from the west north central region, 9% were from
the mountain region, and 19% were from the Pacific region.

Materials

The survey asked respondents to estimate the total number of educational and social emo-
tional assessments given during the 2000-2001 academic year. In addition, respondents were
asked to indicate the percentage of social-emotional assessments that relied primarily on the
use of projective techniques. That is, respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of
social-emotional assessments in which projective data were of primary importance in the
assessment. The next part of the survey required respondents to indicate whether they used a
specific instrument and to rate the usefulness of the listed instrument, using a Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 to 5 (i.e., 1 = not useful to 5 = very useful). Finally, respondents were asked to
estimate the frequency with which they used the technique for specific educational purposes.

Assessments listed were sentence completion (SC), house-tree-person (HTP), kinetic
family drawing, thematic apperception test, children’s apperception test (CAT), Bender visual-
motor Gestalt, the Rorschach, and the draw-a-person. Although implicit by context, it was not
explicitly stated that respondents should consider only the Bender-Gestalt when used as a pro-
jective technique as opposed to a measure of objective information. Space was provided for
respondents to include instruments not listed as “other,” although participants did not write in
responses in this section. Educational purposes listed were diagnostic or initial assessment,
determination of eligibility for services, intervention or treatment planning, intervention or treat-
ment evaluation, triennial reevaluation, and developing hypotheses for additional assessment.
Educational purpose categories were differentiated further by grade to reflect the possibility that
assessment techniques may be used differentially according to the age of the child. Grade cate-
gories listed were kindergarten through Grade 5, Grades 6 through 8, and Grades 9 through 12.

Procedure

The survey was mailed in April 2002 with a brief letter explaining its purpose and
requesting participation. A postage-paid envelope was included for return of the survey, and
a Web address was provided for online completion of the survey. Surveys were returned by
175 sample members, for a return rate of 35%. Ten surveys were completed online; the
remainder was returned through the mail. No further efforts were made to obtain additional
survey returns. Although a return rate of 35% is lower than what is desired, the range of
response rates from similar studies is 39% to 78%, suggesting that the low response rate for
this study is not so discrepant as to discredit the results.
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Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to examine survey responses and to compute results.
Frequency distributions were used to analyze the survey responses. Cases in which respondents
completed fewer than 2 assessments and one case in which a respondent indicated completing
630 assessments in an academic year were considered outliers and were dropped from the
analyses of the data, which resulted in 150 usable cases. In addition, cases in which information
was missing were not included in the analyses. The number of cases used in the analyses var-
ied from item to item. The specific number of cases used is indicated with the results.

Results

Sample Characteristics

Demographic characteristics of the current sample are presented in Table 1. In general, there
was variability in the sample in terms of years’ experience as a school psychologist and orienta-
tion of graduate training programs, variables likely to influence responses to the survey.
Variability was considered an asset, making the results more representative of the field in general.

Test Usage

Respondents indicated that the mean number of educational assessments given during
the 2000-2001 school year was 65.13, with a standard deviation of 37.75, a range of 4 to
200, and a mode of 60. The mean number of social-emotional assessments given in the
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics for the Current Sample

Variable n %

Gender
Female 131 74.8
Male 39 22.2

Degree
Doctoral 44 25.1
Specialist 131 74.9

Training program orientation
Eclectic 67 38.2
Cognitive-behavioral 58 33.1
Behavioral 21 12.0
Psychoanalytic 16 9.1
Systems focused 3 1.7
Other 9 5.1

Setting
School 160 91.4
Other 15 8.6
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same time period was 33.51, with a standard deviation of 27.40, a range of 0 to 135, and
a mode of 25. A frequency distribution showing cumulative percentages for both total
number of educational assessments and social-emotional assessments is depicted in
Figure 1. Respondents reported that they used projectives in conducting social-emotional
assessments for an average of 10.6% of assessments given (range = 0-100, SD = 23.84).
Although 93 (62.00%) of the respondents indicated they did not use projectives in any of
their social-emotional assessments, 5 (3.40%) of the respondents indicated they used pro-
jectives in all of their social-emotional assessments and 16 (9.30%) respondents indi-
cated they used projectives in 50% of their social-emotional assessments. Furthermore,
91 (60.70%) of the respondents indicated they used SC, the most used technique, in their
assessment practices. This suggests that, in general, more than half of the sample is using
some type of projective technique in practice. Indeed, even the least used instruments
were reportedly used by more than 15% of the respondents.

Table 2 presents measures listed in order of the number of total mention scores (TMSs)
for each instrument. This score represents the total number of respondents indicating they
used that instrument (Goh et al., 1981). The percentage of the total number of respondents
using a specific instrument is included as well. Sentence completion was the most used
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projective technique, followed by the Bender-Gestalt and the HTP. The Rorschach, the
CAT, and instruments in the “other” category were ranked as the least used instruments in
terms of total mention scores.
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Table 2
Total Mention Score (TMS), Percentage of School Psychologists Using Specific

Projective Techniques, and Utility Ratings for Specific Techniques

Mean
Utility

Instrument n TMS % n Rating SD

Sentence completion 150 91 60.70 89 3.56 1.00
Bender-Gestalt 133 66 49.60 63 3.70 1.26
House-tree-person 138 60 43.50 59 3.20 1.06
Kinetic family drawing 139 56 41.30 55 3.27 1.11
Draw-a-person 139 47 26.90 71 3.34 1.12
Thematic apperception test 135 42 31.10 37 3.43 1.14
Rorschach 134 22 16.40 22 3.55 1.56
Children’s apperception test 134 22 16.40 18 3.00 1.19
Other 131 18 13.70 18 4.06 1.11

Table 3
Total Mention Score (TMS) Across Grade and TMS

by Grade for Educational Purposes

Diagnostic Eligibility Treatment Planning

Instrument TMS K-5 6-8 9-12 TMS K-5 6-8 9-12 TMS K-5 6-8 9-12

Bender-Gestalt 83 42 23 18 42 16 12 14 32 15 9 8
Children’s apperception test 13 13 0 0 9 7 0 2 5 5 0 0
Draw-a-person 14 42 16 16 38 21 8 9 26 14 5 7
House-tree-person 69 36 16 17 40 21 8 11 31 17 7 7
Kinetic family drawing 59 31 15 13 28 17 5 6 24 12 5 7
Rorschach 25 6 8 11 15 3 5 7 15 3 4 8
Sentence completion 106 57 26 23 66 32 15 19 47 24 10 13
Thematic apperception test 38 13 9 16 26 10 4 12 27 6 13 8

Treatment Evaluation Reevaluation Developing Hypotheses

Instrument TMS K-5 6-8 9-12 TMS K-5 6-8 9-12 TMS K-5 6-8 9-12

Bender-Gestalt 25 12 6 7 59 29 14 16 42 22 12 8
Children’s apperception test 4 4 0 0 8 7 0 1 10 9 0 1
Draw-a-person 21 11 5 5 45 24 12 9 36 19 9 8
House-tree-person 29 17 6 6 42 20 12 10 45 21 11 13
Kinetic family drawing 19 9 4 6 26 16 5 5 27 16 5 6
Rorschach 11 3 4 4 9 5 2 2 13 5 2 6
Sentence completion 39 17 10 12 94 56 17 21 59 28 15 16
Thematic apperception test 16 5 4 7 29 13 7 9 20 8 4 8
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Data regarding the utility of projective techniques as rated by respondents also are presented
in Table 2 with the mean rating and standard deviation. A rating of 5 indicates very useful,
and a rating of 1 indicates not useful. Instruments in the “other” category were rated as most
useful. Because respondents did not write in instruments included in this category, although
there was space to do so on the survey form, no conclusions can be drawn regarding the
specific instruments rated as most useful. The Bender-Gestalt was rated as the second most
useful instrument followed by SC. In general, the projective techniques listed were rated as
moderately useful as all techniques had a mean rating equal to or greater than 3.

To determine the overall TMS for each instrument within the educational purposes spec-
ified, the TMS for each grade range was summed. This approach potentially inflates the
number of respondents indicating that they used the specified tool, as the same respondent
may use the tool in different grade categories. However, the number of total mentions is
important in rank ordering the tools in terms of their total use. To preserve the integrity of
the data, TMSs in each grade category are reported in addition to the overall TMS for each
educational purpose. The category Other is not included in the tables. Because respondents
did not write in specific tools in this category, the TMS for this category is uninterpretable.
Table 3 presents measures listed alphabetically for each educational purpose surveyed.
Respondents reported using some type of projective instrument across all educational pur-
poses and all grade categories.

Two primary patterns appear when examining the survey data. First, for the most part, the
same instruments were listed in the top three positions for TMS and for overall use across edu-
cational purpose categories. SC appears to be the most used projective instrument across all
educational purpose categories both in terms of overall use and within grade ranges. Indeed,
60% of participants indicated they used SC in conducting assessments. The second most
used instrument varied, depending on the educational purpose specified, although the
Bender-Gestalt was second most used in terms of TMS for four of the six educational pur-
pose categories.

The second pattern appeared in terms of the least used instruments. Least used instru-
ments were consistent for TMS, overall use, and within-grade ranges across educational
purposes. The CAT was listed as the least used and the Rorschach listed as the second least
used instrument for all but the diagnostic category. In this category, the draw-a-person was
the second least used instrument. Despite their limited use for specific educational pur-
poses, the CAT, the Rorschach, and the draw-a-person were reportedly used in general
assessment practices by more than 15% of the respondents (CAT = 22, 16.40%; Rorschach
= 22, 16.40%; draw-a- person = 47, 26.90%).

Discussion

Major Findings

The results of this survey raise some questions regarding the practice of school psychol-
ogy and the role and function of the school psychologist. The range of the number of eval-
uations reported by respondents indicates that some school psychologists are likely

152 Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment

JPA287828.qxd  4/26/2006  8:24 PM  Page 152

 © 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by Bermant-Polyakova Olga on August 23, 2008 http://jpa.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpa.sagepub.com


spending most of their time—indeed, if not all their time—conducting evaluations, with the
highest number reported as 630, although this value was so extreme it was dropped from
all analyses. Still, the next highest number of assessments given was 200. The variability in
number of evaluations was similar in the social-emotional domain. Certainly, one would
question the quality and comprehensiveness of such a large number of evaluations. On the
other hand, some respondents reported conducting no evaluations; the question here is in
what other professional activities are they engaged? Regardless, the pure and extreme range
of practice indicates the variability of role and function that exists in the profession, with
some practitioners likely solely focused on assessment whereas others appear to have a
more expanded role.

With regard to the specific focus on the use of projectives, the results of this survey indi-
cate that school psychologists continue to use projective techniques for a variety of educa-
tional purposes and across all grade categories despite evidence that such techniques are of
questionable reliability, validity, and utility (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997). Indeed, the most fre-
quently used projective technique, SC, was reportedly used by 60% of all respondents. It was
the most used instrument across all educational purposes and with children in all grades.

The results suggest minimal correspondence between utility ratings and usage. The cat-
egory of other was rated as the most useful, yet it ranked among the lowest three instru-
ments in terms of TMS and actual use for educational purposes. Because respondents did
not write in specific instruments in the “other” category, this discrepancy between per-
ceived utility and reported use is not entirely interpretable. However, similar patterns were
evident when examining other tools. The Rorschach was rated as the third most useful
instrument but was ranked in the lowest three instruments in terms of actual use. Finally,
the CAT, which was reported to be the least used instrument for all educational purposes,
still received a utility rating greater than 3 on a 5-point scale, indicating moderate utility.
Conversely, SC, the most used instrument, ranked fourth in terms of utility. HTP, the third
most used instrument, was ranked eighth in terms of utility. The differences in utility rat-
ings, however, are a matter of decimal points, with all projective techniques receiving rat-
ings indicating moderate utility.

The results from this survey further indicate that not only are respondents using projec-
tive techniques, they are using them for purposes for which they have not been validated
specifically. In their survey of 293 school psychologists, Kennedy, Faust, Willis, and
Piotrowski (1994) found that the primary rationale for using projective techniques was
hypothesis generation. The results from this survey, however, indicate that school psychol-
ogists are using projective techniques to make important educational decisions, such as eli-
gibility determination and intervention planning. Although practitioners frequently
comment that they use projectives merely as “ice breakers,” Kennedy et al. suggested this
is not the case, and the results from this survey support that, indeed, school psychologists
are using projective techniques in important educational decision making.

Limitations

There are several primary limitations to consider when reviewing the results of the sur-
vey. First, the representativeness of the sample is questionable. Although geographic rep-
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resentation seems to be fairly adequate, selection bias may be an issue. That is, perhaps,
that the sample primarily includes respondents who currently use projectives and have a
favorable perspective on their use. Respondents who do not use projective techniques, or
are critical of their use, may not have chosen to respond to the survey. This could poten-
tially inflate the perceived use of projectives.

A related limitation is the number of respondents answering specific questions. Although
a sample size of 150 is adequate, the sample size varied dramatically from item to item due
to missing responses. For example, 148 respondents replied to the general question about
the use of projectives, but when asked about the utility of specific techniques, the sample
size dropped to fewer than 20 respondents. Low responding was also noted for some of the
educational purpose categories. It is unclear what the lack of response indicates. It is plau-
sible that the lack of response indicated that the respondent did not use the specific instru-
ment at all and therefore did not answer further questions about the instrument. This is
supported by the observation that smaller sample sizes for educational purpose categories
were consistent with fewer numbers of respondents reporting use of the instrument. For
example, only 22 respondents indicated using the CAT; the sample size for use across edu-
cational categories for the CAT was 22. Still, given the small sample size in some cases,
caution must be used in interpreting the results.

A final limitation is in regard to the instrumentation. Several points of clarification were
not permitted by the survey, which may have influenced interpretation of results.
Respondents were not asked to clarify whether they were using the Bender-Gestalt and the
HTP as an indicator of emotional state, as a measure of visuo-constructive abilities, or both.
Caution should be used in interpreting the results of the study, particularly with regard to the
frequency of use of these two instruments. Furthermore, there are a variety of sentence com-
pletion tasks, and respondents were not asked to specify the type of sentence completion
used. Information of this nature would clarify whether respondents were using self-devel-
oped instruments or standard instruments. In addition, respondents did not write in specific
instruments in the “other” category, making these data largely uninterpretable. This category
may have included informal techniques, more objective techniques, or other less widely used
projective techniques. The category Other also could have included objective measures that
were used for projective purposes. For example, a school psychologist may use an intelli-
gent test to observe the child’s behavior under cognitive demands rather than for a psychoe-
ducational assessment. This level of specificity of data could have enhanced the
interpretation of results, particularly given that instruments in this category were rated as
most useful but least used. Finally, the scale respondents used to rate the instruments speci-
fied only dimensional characteristics for the anchors. It is unclear what characteristics
respondents assigned to the three middle scores. It is likely there was a range of descriptors,
which limits interpretation of the ratings provided and the standardized nature of the survey.

Critique

The continued use of projective techniques for a range of educational decisions as
demonstrated in this survey is of concern for several reasons. From a technical adequacy
perspective, the psychometric properties of many of the instruments included in the survey
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are weak. Poor test-retest reliability, interrater reliability, and poor predictive validity call
into question the continued use of tools that do not meet adequate standards for assessment
instruments (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997; Gittelman Klein, 1986). In addition to reliability
and validity, these instruments often overidentify pathology and have not been demonstrated
to be appropriate for use with culturally or ethnically diverse populations (Lilienfield et al.,
2000). Furthermore, there is limited research to suggest that practitioners using projective
techniques often employ personalized systems in scoring or interpreting the tests (Kennedy
et al., 1994). Although data of this nature were not gathered in this study, the issue is still
of concern. Use of assessment instruments with poor psychometric properties with disre-
gard for identified scoring procedures violates professional standards and potentially places
children at risk for overidentification and misidentification, consequences that must be
taken into consideration when selecting an assessment instrument. Indeed, the consequen-
tial validity (Messick, 1980) of instruments is particularly important when high-stakes deci-
sions are being made about individuals (Eckert et al., 1997).

Even if projective assessments are not being used as the primary source of data in mak-
ing educational decisions, their inclusion in an assessment battery is debatable on several
counts. Even if such techniques are used primarily to generate hypotheses (Kennedy et al.,
1994), research suggests that the initial hypotheses may have considerable influence in the
hypothesis-testing process (Faust, 1984). Moreover, the results of this study suggest that
projectives are used for purposes far beyond hypotheses formulation. The contribution of
projective techniques to diagnosis and intervention development may be viewed in the con-
text of the historical inadequacies of aptitude by treatment prescriptions in education
(Kavale, 1990). Furthermore, the extent to which they contribute valuable information
above and beyond other information, or the incremental validity, is questionable
(Lilienfield et al., 2000). Concerns about the validity, reliability, and utility of projective
techniques caution their inclusion in effective assessment practices. Their use in conjunc-
tion with more valid estimates of functioning might, in fact, serve to weaken the validity of
the entire assessment (Kennedy et al., 1994). Finally, the American Psychological
Association’s (2002) Ethical Principles and Code of Conduct, the National Association of
School Psychologists’ (2000) Principles for Professional Ethics, and the Code of Federal
Regulations for the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (1997) all convey the
importance of using assessment instruments only for purposes consistent with evidence
regarding their useful and proper application. The inclusion of projective techniques for a
variety of purposes for which they have not been validated raises significant ethical issues
and concerns.

From an efficiency perspective, with the increasing demand for services, school psychol-
ogists must consider issues of cost-effectiveness and cost benefit in selecting instruments to
include in assessment procedures. It is incumbent on school psychologists to use instruments
that provide maximum return for the effort and cost. Yates and Taub (2003) recommended
that the addition of an instrument to an assessment battery be accompanied by a rationale
that includes a focus on the cost benefits of the addition in terms of the improvement in treat-
ment outcomes or prevention. Also, one must consider the cost benefits in terms of
improvement of the reliability and validity of the overall assessment battery. Instruments of
questionable or null incremental validity add additional cost to the assessment process with
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little return. In addition, resources spent in time-consuming assessment procedures that con-
tribute little to the assessment process are diverted from time spent delivering direct services
to children in an attempt to improve outcomes (Yates & Taub, 2003). One could argue that
projective instruments are both time and cost inefficient, and their use, ultimately, leads to
additional assessment (Knoff, 2002).

Given what exists in the empirical literature, one might ask why the use of assessment
instruments that fail to meet professional standards of technical adequacy persists? Although
there was no attempt in our survey to assess practitioners’ meaning and value associated with
the projectives, we would suggest two possible explanations. The psychologist who uses
projective assessments will often state that projectives provide additional information about
the inner life of the child or information not available from a functional behavioral assess-
ment or rating scale. Another comment often heard is that projectives provide a more intu-
itive feel for the child. Such comments speak to the long-standing belief in psychological
practice in the clinical intuition of the practitioner. Clinical intuition versus actuarial predic-
tion dates back to the work of Paul Meehl in the 1950s. As Dawes, Faust, and Meehl (1989)
indicated, the advantage of statistical models over human judges has been impressively
replicated in many different domains. Although the statistical models are based on human
expertise, human judges are extremely prone to predictive bias and fail to follow their own
predetermined model criteria. It would seem that the projective assessment instrument
becomes a projective for the assessor used to confirm preexisting beliefs or knowledge of
the person being assessed. Used in this manner, projective assessments can be quite rein-
forcing for the assessor but can result in less than optimal consequences for the assessee.

A second and perhaps less esoteric explanation for the continued use of these instru-
ments may be a lack of knowledge of best practices, inadequate professional training in
other methods of assessment, and simple habit. Simply stated, if one were trained in grad-
uate school in the use of projective assessments and used such assessments in professional
practice, one is likely to continue to do so. This explanation is consistent with early
research that indicated clinicians use their personal experience with a test as a primary
selection criterion and that test usage is not necessarily a function of test quality (Reynolds,
1979). The average years of experience for respondents in this study was approximately 13.
If the majority of respondents had between 10 and 20 years of experience, it is likely that
these professionals were trained at a time when the use of projectives was more of a focus
than it is currently. Thus, the training one receives may highly influence choice of assess-
ment methods. This logic has implications for training of practitioners, and the debate
regarding the use of projectives extends into the training literature, with some profession-
als advocating the continued inclusion of these instruments in training programs (Laurent,
Swerdlik, & Handler, 1992).

In sum, despite the controversy that surrounds projective tests and numerous reasons to
discontinue their use in educational practices, it appears that the use of such techniques per-
sists. Although more recent research seems to suggest a general shift toward more objective
methods of social-emotional assessment, school psychologists continue to use projective
techniques. Indeed, almost 53% of the sample in the survey by Shapiro and Heick (2004) used
projectives in 4 or more of their last 10 cases. Furthermore, the results of the current survey
indicate that projective instruments are being used for a range of educational purposes,
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despite the lack of empirical evidence supporting their reliability, validity, and utility in these
areas. Response data indicated that school psychologists are conducting an average of 33
social-emotional assessments per year, and at least 10% of these are using projective instru-
ments as a source of data. Although this appears to be a small percentage, in light of recom-
mendations for training and practice in assessment, increasing focus on accountability, and
changes in IDEA emphasizing the use of functional assessment, it seems that reliance on, or
even inclusion of, such tools for any assessment raises important issues about best practices.

For school psychologists to practice in a manner consistent with ethical codes and stan-
dards and in the spirit of best practices, we need to focus on assessment that reduces infer-
ences, leads to data-based decision making, and links to intervention. A broader context for
assessment exists that assumes that one of the goals of school psychological services is the
identification and implementation of effective interventions and that service delivery occurs
in a context that addresses important variables of acceptability, social validity, treatment
integrity, and transfer and generalization of skills and knowledge (Knoff, 2002). Assessment,
then, is conducted from an ecological perspective, using multimethod, multisource, and mul-
tisetting assessments that facilitate the use of a problem-solving approach to improving out-
comes for children. Advances in assessment technology have resulted in a number of tools
for practitioners that increase the functional relation between assessment and interventions
(Reschly & Ysseldyke, 2002). Curriculum-based assessment and curriculum-based mea-
surement (CBM) provide strategies for assessing academic difficulties using direct measures
of relevant behavior in natural settings (Deno, 1985; Howell & Nolet, 1999, Shapiro, 2005;
Shinn, 1989). Likewise, behavioral observations, functional behavioral assessment, and
behavior rating scales provide school psychologists with assessment tools for the social-
emotional domain. With the use of any instrument, it is essential that school psychologists
evaluate the technical adequacy of any instrument and tool in accordance with the purpose
of the assessment, the individual being assessed, and the ultimate goal of the provision of
services.

Note

1. A copy of the survey instrument may be obtained by contacting William Matthews, School Psychology
Program, School of Education, University of Massachusetts, Amherst MA 01003; e-mail: shamrock@educ
.umass.edu.
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