Rewards and Challenges of Public School Employment

As Reported by School-Based SLPs in Arkansas

Here’s what school-based SLPs in Arkansas had to say when asked:

“With regard to working in the schools, what do you feel is most rewarding, most challenging, and the greatest benefit?  If you've worked in other settings (e.g. hospital, rehab) or with different populations, feel free to share some comparative statements as well.  I would like salary information also if you are comfortable giving it.”                --Shelly Wier
****************************************************************************
I enjoy working in the public school system for many reasons.  There is ample opportunity to work with students who have a variety of disorders.  Since I work with 2nd grade through 12th grade students, I also have a vast range of levels of development and personalities.  I get to be a part of their lives and have the wonderful experience of watching them grow into mature adults.  What a thrill of accomplishment to watch some of my former students graduate and prepare for the world!  
As everyone knows, the holidays of the school system are a positive draw.  Two weeks at Christmas, a week in the spring and 2 1/2 months off in the summer is great in itself.  Of course the money of rehabs and hospitals looks tempting, but money isn't everything.  Time for family and myself is very important.  I love being off with my kids and sharing in their school life, as well as "being in the know" of school activities.

Working in the school system allows me to be a positive role model to students who might not have anyone that is a positive influence.  I love our students and genuinely care about all of them not just those who receive speech and language services.   I feel that I can help make a small difference in their lives by being here and showing them that I care enough to work with them.

Personally, I encourage all SLPs to try working in the school system.  You might be pleasantly surprised.  I work with some of the best people in the world.  This environment permits the opportunity to invest for a better future.  To sum it all up, I can honesty say "I love my job."
The plus for me of working in a school is the schedule and flexibility.  I contract with a school district and am paid by the hour for 4 days a week / 7 hour days.  I have done some summer work at a pediatric day facility and when several kids were out sick, I would only get paid for the number of units I could bill for that day.  Some days I was there for 7 hours and only got paid for 5 hours.  At my school if a student is out then I can work on something else, like paperwork or evaluating, and I am still getting paid.  Also, while contracting with a school I am flexible to make up time/days missed.  The downside to this is not receiving pay during the summers or holidays unless I find employment elsewhere.  I also enjoy interacting with other teachers.  In the clinics I have worked at and also practicums while working on my master's degree at several hospitals, there was not a lot of interacting with other adults during the course of a normal day.  As far as pay is concerned most contract therapists in my area are paid $40 an hour.
I think that whether you have children or not, your lifestyle has to be a factor.  But, with 13 years experience in all the areas mentioned, I feel that the public schools are the most rewarding and enlightening of all my settings.  I don't want my name used in a general way, but if you want to give it out to a particular student then I'd be glad to speak to them personally.  My salary is not based on the teacher's, rather, on administration’s schedule and it was negotiated.  Tell them that if they can turn down the teacher's rate and get higher, to hold out.  The teacher's rate going up will help ours though.  I will make very close to $41,000 this year and I do some Home Health Contracting (doesn't pay much, but keeps up my adult skills and is also rewarding) in the summer and after school hours.
I have worked for both for profit and not-for-profit places.  The benefits of working in the school are 1) You don't ever have to drum up business as there are always many students who need you; and 2) Being under the rule of FAPE [free and appropriate public education], we are free to integrate language therapy into the curriculum.  This can be fun and interesting.
The LRSD is a great place to work.  Most of the SLP's are thrilled with the experience that can be obtained by working in a metropolitan area school district.  The experience is not limited to a typical articulation or language development caseload.  We evaluate, program for, and treat children with Traumatic Brain Injury, Autism Spectrum Disorders, aural rehabilitation, feeding and swallowing, fluency, phonological and phonemic deficits, and a range of other disorders associated with developmental and/or medical needs that require the expertise of a Speech-Language Pathologist.

The experience of working in the school setting will prepare any professional for other job settings, unlike a specialty center, where a person could spend years doing diagnostic testing or therapy only.  The LRSD-Division of Exceptional Children has also developed Specialty teams (made up of OT, PT, SLP, School Psychology Specialists, Teachers and parents) designed to better program and serve, the more severely disordered children in terms of sensory needs, augmentative communication evaluations, and in finding funding sources for special projects needed in the school settings.

The salary is very competitive and the workday/hours are very family/child friendly.  The starting salary in the LRSD is about $36,600.  (NLR w/masters = $25,700; PCSSD - a few thousand higher than LRSD, I think.)
Starting salary in PCSSD is now over $40,000 I'm sure. We are on the support staff contract and not the teacher contract. We worked very hard to get where we are. We do have a good turn over. Please tell interested SLP's to not get in a hurry when they apply.  PCSSD hires at the last minute before school starts if there is an opening. The student population varies as do caseloads just like everywhere else. I do believe that we are one of the highest paid in the general area.
PROs:  Many people complain about the salary, but I feel we are paid well for only working 6 1/2 months a year.  The schedule a school based therapist works is wonderful if you have families, like to travel, or need to work a second job.

PRO:  Gets you involved with the community.

PRO:  Wonderful benefits as far as insurance and recognition with peers and teachers.

PRO:  Wide range of disabilities to serve.

CON:  I felt like I was not prepared for the paperwork aspect of the job.  Paperwork is very overwhelming and changes often.  LOTS TO REMEMBER.

CON:  Medicaid paperwork is so overwhelming.  So much documentation and rules change so often.  A lot to keep up with when there is so little time (for instance, I share my lunch and prep).

CON:  No time for paperwork.

CON:  No recognition as Nationally Certified or no push up on the salary scale for those of us that have completed a 2 year Masters Degree.  A Masters Degree teacher is compensated for a Masters and their Masters only takes an extra year. I think we should be compensated for Masters PLUS the extra hours we completed past the one year of Masters.  National Certification recognition would be nice since most of us are Nationally Certified and the requirements are just as stringent, or more so, than teacher's National Certification.  
I am a school-based speech pathologist with 13 years of clinical experience.  I graduated from TCU with my Master's degree and went to work for a hospital providing both pediatric outpatient services and adult acute/rehab services during the first 2 years of my career.  Looking for an opportunity to move back to Little Rock, I took a job at AESS [Arkansas Easter Seal Society] for several years as a pediatric therapist in the early childhood/preschool program.  What an awesome experience.  Life then took me to yet another setting where I was a consultant for the state of TN addressing communication needs of individuals that had spent a lifetime in state institutional settings.  My husband moved me again where I had to take a job in the nursing homes to maintain my salary potential.  This didn't last too long due to Medicare changes and legislation, so I ended up doing contract work until I found my job in the public school setting.  I have been working in the schools for 4.5 years serving K-4 grades and 9-12 grades.  I really missed the babies I used to treat; however, what a rewarding experience it has been to serve the "underserved" population in the inner-city schools.  The public school setting has offered me many clinical challenges.  I continue to see multiply handicapped children with physical, mental, and emotional challenges.  I deal with autistic children and the communication challenges in the classroom utilizing the many strategies taught to me while at AESS.  I have nonverbal severely apraxic children on augmentative communication devices.  I also have stutterers and hearing impaired children along with the language and articulation impaired.  One of the misconceptions that many have about public school clinicians is that we don't deal with much other than /l/ and /r/.  This is not the norm for me!  I would like to say that working with educators has broadened my scope of treatment, provided a functional setting in which to serve those with communication impairments, and enabled me to advocate for those who have no advocates.  Another and possibly the most rewarding of the reasons to work in the public schools is that I have more time to spend with my family.  Office hours are 7:55-3:40 for 185 out of 365 days of the year!!
I love working in the schools for several reasons:

1. Summers off.
2. Time off with your kids on their schedule, that is, if you have kids.
3. Same pay as most of your peers that work all year long.
4. Make a difference in kids’ lives over a period of time (for me, 9-12 grade, so four years of seeing progress).
5. Awesome coworkers who you can collaborate with and form teams to brainstorm on how better to serve your students.
6. How blessed you are when you see the kind of lives these kids live and what they have come from.
7. In-house conferences where you can get your hours and learn more about each              discipline you work with.
8. Appreciation from past students who have made it because you did make a difference in their lives.
9. The opportunity to work part-time when you have a child (big plus).

I don't like working in the schools for these reasons:

1. Most parents are not involved with their kids’ progress and if they are, they are too involved.  They either don't come to conferences which you have to reschedule over and over and over or they come and tell you how to do your job.
2. The paperwork your first year in the schools is hard to get a handle on, but after doing it for a while, it's second nature.
3. In the upper grades, you deal with a lot of discipline problems with very aggressive students.  Your heads [administrators] are there to back you, but sometimes can be very draining emotionally.
I've worked in other facilities before and the difference is:

1. They still encourage you to see your kids, but you get to group if need be; you don't have to see every kid individually to make the extra bucks (Medicaid speaking).
2. You get to have a lunch.
3. You get planning and examination time where you won't have to work through lunch and take stuff home to finish (sometimes when it is annual review you may have to take stuff home, but it is not a weekly thing).
4. You get to step up the salary chart if you do a good job.  Increase in salary is not based on the number of hours you give them in therapy.
5. Dues, ASHA and ABESPA, including conferences are not paid for.  You have to pay yourself.
Summers off is nice.  I get days off when my own children are out of school most of the time.

 

Salaries stink!  You can make a whole lot more working in other settings.  You have to love children, school.  You have many bosses, you have lack of parental involvement often times, etc.  You don't always have optimal conditions to work in.  You are at the bottom of the "pecking order" (even special ed is higher than speech).  This is not very positive, so, good luck getting them interested!

I stay because I love the kids I work with.
I have worked in MANY settings and I am completing my 5th year as a fully certified SLP.  I am currently working as a full time SLP in the school setting (school salary).  I also hold 2 SLP contracts in the surrounding area (I have an employee who does this therapy for me).  In the past I have done some PRN work in the rehab setting.  This kind of work is nice because you get time to plan what you are doing and all therapy is individual.  My caseload consisted of children, adults, and adolescents.  In this setting, I feel an SLP gets a wide range of experience.  To me, this is very important when you are getting started in your career as an SLP.  I have also had a practicum in the hospital and home health areas.  This work was very rewarding, but the population was generally OLD.  Some of the therapies ended in the person dying.  This was not appealing to me. I have also had the pleasure of completing a practicum in the nursing home setting.  It was not rewarding to me because the population was very old, and again they died. There was a lot of traveling involved as well. I started my career working for a contractor.  She gave me a wonderful experience in the preschool and school age setting. I went to smaller schools a couple of days a week or as needed.  By doing this, I got to gain much experience in different kinds of disorders.  I loved working for a contractor but I traveled (a great amount of miles) to a different school every year.  Once I got to know the kids, teachers and staff, it was time to leave.  Also, I didn't see a lot of progress this way.  The biggest thing about contracting is that you never know if you are going to have a job the next year. This was not important to me during my early years as an SLP. I knew I wanted to end up in a school (as a school employee).  However, once I started to realize how many years later I was going to have to wait to retire, I began liking contracting less and less. However, I got to set my own hours.  What I mean is I got do what I needed to get done (therapy and paperwork) and then I could leave. This takes a lot of self-discipline. There was no retirement with this contracting business. At the time I was not concerned.  Now that I am in a school and retirement is important to me, I wish I could have started this teacher retirement thing a lot sooner.

Working for a contractor was excellent.  But I wanted to see if I could do it on my own.  I knew it would be more work and it was.  I didn't know how much more.  There is a great amount of work that goes into starting your own practice.  I would not recommend this to anyone unless you don't enjoy family time, personal time, and vacations.  In this kind of work, you must be extremely time efficient, organized, and a quick learner. One more thing, always be ready for change.  I was only self-employed for one year.  During this year, there was a great amount of stress involved.  What if I get sued? What if my contract is terminated abruptly? I am doing this therapy right?  You are definitely out on your own when you have your own practice.  Competition is something not to be taken lightly.  Public relation skills are a must.

Now that I am working for a school in a school system, I know this is the place I will retire.  You get to know teachers, kids, and staff.  There are structured guidelines you follow so that you know you are doing the right thing and process.  This feels like home to me.  I have not mentioned money to be made.  That should not be what is important to new graduates. You need to find where your heart is.  You will always end up wanting to make more money no matter where you are.  So why not want to make more money and be happy where you are at the same time.  Do not choose a career that is stressing (even if you love stress).  It will catch up with you in years to come.  To me, I love my job, but I don't want to make it the center of my life.  It is hard for a fresh graduate to see this since all they have been working towards is becoming a SLP and that has been the center of their life for about the last 6 years. I feel like I can say this because I have engaged myself in all of these levels of stress. My biggest advice is to choose a setting that you sincerely enjoy.  DO NOT CHOOSE A SETTING BECAUSE OF MONEY.  There is NOT that much of a difference in pay between settings.
I found it to be wonderful, rewarding, and challenging.  It kept me on my toes.  I did private practice for 2 years and with self-employment tax discovered that the salary I made for 188 days compared to 12 months with 2-3 weeks off per year wasn't too bad.  You have to deal with diversity of treatment which made me strive for continuing education that would keep me up to date on my skills.  I used to say, "I can't believe people pay me to have this much fun!!!"  Public school people are compassionate, caring people and they typically are great cooks as well!!! 
I have experience in just about all settings as a pure generalist.  I found public school to be the most rewarding in terms of salary when considered with paid time off, vacations, retirement plans and insurance.  I found it to be the least rewarding, however, in terms of intrinsic rewards.  I felt overwhelmed by the caseloads.  I was pretty much "forced" into providing group therapy sessions @ 5-6 and sometimes even 8 per group.  Even for drilling of /s/ or /r/ this I found to be inefficient due to time limitations with that many at one time (sessions typically were not permitted to exceed 30 min. and 10-15 min. of this was usually consumed in transitioning the children from their classrooms to the therapy room.  For the more severe cases, the limitations were more related to functionality.  Too often there were children with language disorders for which a pull-out model was not conducive, yet the challenges with inclusive services were so great that eventually, admittedly, I simply gave up.

I find private practice to be the least rewarding financially but intrinsically the best!!  I provide 1:1 services and can devote much more of my time and effort into providing individualized, well researched professional services to each patient.  The results are typically steady progress!  In fact, my 0-5 populations typically do not need any school-based therapy by the time they hit kindergarten!!  The paperwork experience, however, is not as rewarding.  It isn't much less than what I was subjected to in public school (which was extremely overwhelming!).  The difference is I can manipulate my schedule in private practice a little bit better to accommodate this.

I have compared the above experiences to SNFs (skilled nursing facility) where I also have had some experience.  In this setting there were many positives: monetary and intrinsic and the paper work was also less intense.  I'd still be there today but my own personal inability to avoid attachments with this population prevented me from continuing.  I too often found my self involved in the grieving process.  I hope this helps.  My personal experiences have certainly differed from those of my colleagues whom have shared their experiences with me.  I guess the moral to the whole story really is:  "to each his own" I believe there is a special place for each of us!  Isn't it great to feel needed!!!
I have worked in the public schools for 13 years.  I worked at Faulkner County Day School for 5.  As a speech pathologist in the public schools in Conway the starting salary is $34,888 for 185 day contract.  I currently make $47,790.  There are several things I like about public school.  I enjoy working with classroom and special education teachers, PTs and OTs and parents.  I work in the elementary setting and overall have seen my students make great progress that does have a positive impact on their education.  Another thing I like is being in control of my schedule.  This allows me to set aside time for evaluations and paperwork without having to cancel therapy very often.  It also allows me to reschedule when I do have to cancel for a conference.  Now that our special education forms can be done on the computer the paper work is not so overwhelming to me.  In my situation, our Director of Special Education, tries to keep our caseloads at around 35 for the beginning of the school year, allowing us to add students without being maxed out at 50 from the get go.  Other perks to me include insurance, paid sick leave and after 10 years, 5 personal leave days.  We get 2 personal leave days per year until then.  I am also off during the holidays with my children and in the summer.  I usually get home shortly after they do; however, during Annual Review time I may work later.  Unless things change, I plan to retire from the public school setting in 13 more years and I won't even be 60.  I really do feel that working in this setting is best suited for my life and family.  Hope this info helped.
I believe our salary schedule is available from OUR Co-op...since few of us are on the school's scale. Also, here are some comments about public school speech therapy:

This position is great because it allows an SLP to get creative in her approaches to childhood disorders and actually watch them working. There are those students who are always challenging, especially the most severely impaired...but when one of them accomplishes a goal that has been targeted for more than a year, the SLP often hears about it from classroom teachers and parents...and even if there is no extrinsic reward, she knows that she has made a difference in that child's life.  One of my favorite aspects of the job is that I often work with a child for several consecutive years. I get to know how they think and watch them gradually take on a new way of communicating. Even though the job demands an abundance of patience, creativity and cooperation, I can't imagine being more satisfied with a career.

Pros are great as far as we are concerned.   Of course, I always knew I would work with kids because I like the population better.  We see brothers and sisters of kids we've seen before and get to know families.  We also have more fun!  We use cute games and in our building we do Speech Trick or Treating and teacher valentines each year.  We celebrate Better Speech and Hearing Month through lots of activities and help in classes on field trips and field day each year.  We attend all special occasion parties.  Now that I'm getting two new stepsons that has been a great pro to me.  I think the biggest pros are that you are out of work before 4:00, get to be on the same schedule as your kids, and have summer months off.  You can also use summer to do private therapy for severe students and get a little extra income.

Cons:  Our overall opinion at our school is that graduate students are not always prepared for school based therapy.  They don't student teach anymore and graduate students don't want to be on the site anymore than they have to be.  Or they have to be on site when it's not interfering with a class at college.  So, they don't understand that they also have duties and how to deal with other teachers.  Teachers don't want anyone coming in and acting like they are of a higher profession than them.  Too many grad. students come into schools with that attitude.  You have to work well with your teachers to get support.  I also think they miss out on ways to deal with patient families.  That's the biggest pros and cons we can think of.  Good luck.  P.S.  Forgot to tell you that you can get our salary schedule at our schools website.   We also receive a $2500 annual stipend for having our CCC.  But, it is negotiable at anytime depending on Medicaid.
What do I feel is most rewarding?  Ongoing relationships with the children, ability to collaborate with other professionals, and seeing growth in the children's education.  Conversely, the ability to work on my own somewhat autonomously gives me the freedom to try some innovative things.  

Most Challenging:  Definitely caseload size, trying to give enough time to each child, and needing to have a wide range of professional training in many different areas.  This gets easier with more years experience.  Paperwork is a challenge, but it does give me a "scope and sequence" as to what to do with each child.

Greatest benefit:  Right now, having my own children at school with me is a wonderful benefit, feeling that I'm making a difference in the lives of the children, parents and students who are appreciative of what I'm doing, and helping teachers to understand speech and language deficits.

I worked in a nursing home my first year out of school.  I didn't like the corporate part of that.  Working for a "for profit" business I saw a lot of things that were unethical and subsequently took a 50% pay cut to go to work in the public schools.  I've never regretted it.  I've actually worked my way up to the salary I was making in the long term care setting.
If you already have school aged children there is nothing like being on the same schedule as them.  No worries of after school care/ summer camps, etc.  Very "easy" to do as a mother.
I don't know where to start on this issue : )  I can give you some perspective in that I've worked at ACH and now in the schools.  The biggest pros to working in the schools, in my opinion, are 1) seeing your patients/students long term and getting to know their backgrounds 2) the hours, vacation time 3) the feeling that you make more of a impact on some children's lives because of the types of kids you serve (i.e. low income, bad backgrounds) who might not get therapy otherwise.  

Now, for the cons: 1) Much less independence as to which kids you see, the amount of time you see them (vs. the hospital setting:  I could see kids as much as needed there and did not feel pressure to not see them if they weren't Medicaid, etc.) 2) scheduling is very rough 3) I don't feel as much a part of a team b/c I rarely see OT's/PT's/other SLP's and classroom teachers often feel frustrated by the perceived lack of progress our kids make (they don't realize that we don't see them often or for very long) 4) the pay!!!
You have to consider that ACH is a very unique environment so my feelings are very positive toward my time there.  On the other hand, I now work in a rural, low-income area which definitely colors my opinion.  Oh, we don't have a salary schedule at the co-op.  How's that for not knowing what will happen in the future.  Our SLP's (with CCC's) start out at $31K, I believe.  Please share my tips anonymously as I don't want to offend anyone.  I will be glad to answer any ?'s that students might have so you are welcome to share my email.
I've worked at different types of facilities. Schools pay the best, with the most regular income.  But, the pay and the children are all that I like about the schools.  The paperwork and workload are almost impossible, and some supervisors make even that harder than it should be.   My present supervisor says “no files taken home,” all that done at school, which is IMPOSSIBLE. I don't feel free to say what I make, but it is double what I made in the Dallas area, where we are more plentiful.
I work for Tri-District Early Childhood Program which services the 3-5 population.  I love my job.  I love working with the preschool age because progress is occurring at such a rapid rate and to be a part of this is very rewarding.  Therapy is so much fun at this age because it is set up in thematic units and the kids love it!  "Speech" is actually considered fun at this age.  Although we only have the kids for only 2 years at the most, it is very rewarding to see where they were when they started therapy and where they are when they transition into kindergarten.  It's also rewarding to have the kids come up and hug you when they haven't seen you for awhile or to have a parent say, "I can see so much improvement in his speech!"  The most challenging thing is the paperwork in the schools and getting the parents involved in therapy.  One benefit of working with the schools is that you get summers off, of course!  You can use the summers off to pick up some extra work--possibly a client on the side or "PRN" work at a hospital.  The pay is not as much as it would be at a hospital; however you have to consider the rate of burnout and the year round schedule.  Working for the schools is also great while raising a family.  What more can I say?  I love my job!
While I have been working as a school-based SLP for only a year and a half, I can't imagine being anywhere else.  I was a bit skeptical myself at the possibility of being based in a public school as a young woman fresh from graduate school, but I go to bed each night feeling completely satisfied that I am making a difference in children and parents' lives.  I work with socio-economically disadvantaged kids, so I can't say that every school environment would be a case similar to mine here.  Also, I think the fact that I have a son of my own now motivates me to be even more involved in the curriculum that goes on in my building so I know what sort of expectations he will be facing as a student in a few years.  I thought the public school setting would be somewhat boring and not exciting, but nothing could be further from the truth.  While I may see the same kids for a longer period of time, it's very exciting to see them progress and mature and to build relationships that foster learning.  A copy of our salary schedule is attached.  My school district is so supportive and the staff I work with is AMAZING.  Not to mention, the school-based life is great if you have a family.  I have a 185 day contract.
Pros to Working in the Public School:

Summers Off

The opportunity to make a difference in the life of a child

Very rewarding; fun

See lots of progress

The hugs

Good hours

No travel (or less than some others)

Retirement

Cons:

Lower salary than some other settings (although one could do additional work during the summer)

Lots of paperwork

I have worked with an infant enrichment program, private practice, hospital setting, home health care, & have worked with a few nursing home patients. Compared to these settings, public schools are by far the most rewarding, because I feel that I can make the biggest difference with my clients (the life of a child) plus I see lots of progress.  Also, children are so much fun. We laugh a lot. We hug a lot. We play games.  We use lots & lots of praise which increases self-esteem & the kids just know how much you love 'em.  It increases their self-confidence and carries over to the classroom.

Pro's Compared to other settings:
You see more progress than with adults.

You can sometimes see a child go from severe to totally corrected & functioning well in the classroom. This is very rewarding.

You have the opportunity to increase a child's self-esteem, as well as to help children with their curriculum from the regular classroom (by improving their vocabulary, phonics, grammar, reading, social skills, etc.).

Cons Compared to other settings:

Clients sometimes less motivated to improve than an adult.

Clients can be less cooperative than an adult.

You have to schedule around P.E., music, art, Gifted & Talented, lunch, library, recess, & Title I.  You usually have to perform some kind of "duty" (e.g. lunchroom, bus, etc.).

More paper work than in other settings.  Less money.
I've been in the schools for 13 years.  Did one year in home health and hated every minute of 

it.  Schools are my niche.
I lived "back when" SLP's in the public schools were considered "lollipop pushers."  I have used all my clinical skills plus some in my 27 years and I feel that we are about to enter the most exciting frontier we've yet to explore.  I don't know if you caught last month's article in the NEA Journal.....it pretty much centered on including SLP's and Special Educators in Leadership Roles in Curriculum Planning and Instructional Planning.
Here’s just one of the benefits I have found working in the school system!  I work for 9 months but have my salary spread over 12 so that I have the same income all year...then if I do work PRN in the summer its a big bonus!  And working with the children is great! For the most part they are eager to learn and try hard to succeed and they say the funniest things! Plus there is not all the stress about "infectious disease" like in the rehab hospital....that can be very stressful!  And actually when you do the math and calculate hourly wages it’s pretty good.
As an SLP with 17 years experience I have worked in a variety of settings including an Easter Seal facility, a head injury facility, several hospitals, (as a regular staff slp, a team leader, a lead therapist and a dept head) a mental health clinic, nursing homes, a 3-5 program, a specialty hospital overseas (clinical supervision of grad students) and my own private practice as well as the public schools.  I have done public schools as a private contractor in private practice and am now working as a full time employee for the Texarkana school district.  So, as you can imagine, I have given much thought to this very issue.  

As I see it, these are the advantages to this setting are time off, lower stress, not being “on call”, flexibility and good retirement.   I think the greatest advantage to being employed in public schools is the time off.  I usually hear people with families say this, but in my case, I came to a point where health issues and a desire to do other things were my concerns.  I usually make some kind of mission trip every summer and a job with 10 weeks off in the summer allows me to do that. (I was able to go to South Africa for 2.5 weeks this past summer and work with a program serving AIDS orphans.)  Getting that kind of time off in another setting would not be easy.  I find the school setting more "do-able" with my health concerns.   While I am doing much better now,  at one time, I could no longer stand over pt.s all day doing bedside treatments.  My school job allowed me to work without the degree of physical demands on my body that a hospital setting required.  

The hours are much better than most places IF you have a job that you can do with in your scheduled day.  I do hear from slps who take work home every day, but many do not, so that would depend on the individual and the situation.  In other jobs, I often went in early and worked an average of 10-12 hours per day.  My school job is almost 8 hours (technically it is 7.75 hours per day) and I rarely take work home.  I am often at my house by 4:00 p.m.  I also have a great deal of flexibility in my job.  If I am ill, I feel like I can miss a day of work and not jeopardize my students, whereas in the hospital setting, a missed day of work took a precious day of therapy away from a pt. who may be working on a 10 day "window" of rehab provision.  

I personally have found the school setting to be much lower stress,  no beepers, no "on call" and no decisions about who will eat orally and whether or not that is a safe choice, or how depressed and discouraged a pt. or family member may be if a decision for NPO needs to be made.  After years in a medical setting of being on call daily, 50 - 60 hours per week and never feeling "caught up", this is a welcome relief.  My first year as a school employee, I told a friend who works in a hospital, you know how you always have those projects that are sitting on your desk waiting for you?  I can not tell you what this feels like to have a job "end" knowing that you will come back next year and start fresh.  I had never had a job "end" without quitting.  It was a GREAT feeling. 
And while I will mention salaries in my discussion on disadvantages, the truth is that if an slp would start his or her career with a public school and stay with it, in time, your salary PER HOUR is pretty comparable to most other salaries, plus there is a great retirement plan.  Now retirement did not seem like much of an issue when I graduated from school 17 years ago, but it is amazingly quite an issue now as I watch teachers who have taught about as long as I have practiced start the "count down" for a retirement plan that looks pretty comfortable to me while still young enough to continue working should they choose to.  

I will go ahead and mention what I perceive to be the disadvantages of working in this setting :  low pay, boredom,  lack of respect.  Low pay would have to be at the top of the list, although not all public school jobs are like that.  I have looked at salary scales from other states and there is quite a range.  (Since I live in a border town (half in TX and half in AR) many people ask me why I do not work in TX schools.  The reason is that TX schools have no caps on case load.  I have talked to many public school speech pathologist who have 100 or more students on their caseload.  I have received IEPs from other states that say this student will be seen for 15 minutes per month.)  However, as I mentioned earlier, if you look at public school pay for 185 or so days and do the math, you come out to a comparable hourly rate to most other settings except maybe rehab companies doing long term care.  And one advantage is the amount of time off, so that if you choose to increase your income, there is some time available to do that.  Many school slps choose to work in the summer to supplement their income.  Of course in doing this, you eliminate the number one advantage of time off, however you can work extra according to your schedule and needs.  (For example, I was able to work almost full time for 7 weeks this past summer and still have time for travel.)  The other big disadvantage in this setting for me personally is at times I feel very "under-employed" with skills that lie dormant much of the time.  However, a return to a job setting that uses my skills is also a return to higher stress which I have decided I just do not want right now at this stage in my life.  And of course, the more tedious aspects of speech therapy can be found in the public schools, for sure.  Doing /s/ and /r/ all day can be quite tedious.  

As for lack of respect,  I work in more than one school, so most of administrative staff did not learn my name for the first entire year.  Most people do not understand what I do, and most teachers do not appreciate what goes into my job.  They see a person come and go while they are confined to their classroom for the day.  They see me work with 1 - 4 students at a time while they manage the behavior of 12 - 20 at one time.  It is easy for them to think, "what an easy job."  Many teachers only recognize the need for speech therapy in the most severe articulation disordered student, being totally unaware of the wide range of deficits we have the expertise to assess and treat.  

But I have found in this setting, as in any setting, proving yourself over time far outweighs touting your abilities and accomplishments.  Once you have an opportunity to work closely with a student and a teacher and accomplish new goals, you usually gain a "fan" for life.  One of the greatest compliments I have ever had in any setting is something that addresses an element of surprise such as "I had no idea that slps could do (or knew) all that."  In time, our co-workers and supervisors may come to appreciate our training and our strengths, but our focus must be on the inward pleasure of serving a student's needs.  This lack of respect is certainly not limited to the public school setting.  I still remember in my first job a very condescending medical doctor saying to me, “Honey, that man has had a stroke.  Now what do you think YOU are going to for him?”  Along with that I will leave you with one more thought about perceptions of our role and our job that reminds of one advantage I forgot to mention.  I have decided that more than a salary or respect or anything else, I need to be able to laugh every day on my job and I find that in the public school setting, this comes easily.  My kids make me laugh as we discover each other and "what makes us tick".   One day while doing an artic group, one of my students said, "Ms. Sessions, do you have to go to college to do what you do?"  Before I could answer, a second student, attempting to show his advanced understanding of the situation, rolled his eyes at the first student and said, "Well, of course she did.  Every teacher has to go to college."  Then as he looks at the first student with that look of disgust slowly fading into more agreement than disagreement and adds, "but she probably only had to go for about two weeks, 'cause all she had to learn to do was how to write down stuff we say.  That is really all she does.  It is not like teaching a class or nothing."

So, these are my thoughts on employment in this setting.  Oh yeah, and one idea for a working title, since you are using info from people in that setting might be "The Public School Setting --- The Professionals' Perspective."   I hope some if this is helpful.  Let me know if you have any questions over anything I have said.
