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ABSTRACT

Child life specialists in schools help students, school staff, and families function more cohesively, 
advocating for the needs of each individual while continuing to prioritize child development. This 
chapter will outline the student and staff needs that child life specialists are uniquely suited to meet 
while also giving an overview of interventions, supports, roles, and coping strategies that can be 
led by a child life specialist within the school setting. Throughout this chapter, one will see how 
easily a child life specialist can integrate into existing systems or propose a new position within the 
school environment.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will examine schools as a nontraditional child life setting and how Certified Child 
Life Specialists can support students experiencing challenging situations that can negatively 
impact their optimal development and learning ability. Child life was initially established to 
meet the needs of children in healthcare. However, the profession’s scope of practice and skill 
set can provide support to children and families in any setting in which children are undergo-
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ing challenging life events (ACLP, 2018). It is especially important for Certified Child Life 
Specialists to continue to uphold the competencies of the child profession and understand their 
scope of practice in any setting in which they may work (ACLP, 2020).

Taking into account that child development milestones change over the school years, this 
chapter gives an overview of how Certified Child Life Specialists can collaboratively create and 
use therapeutic interventions in elementary, middle, and high schools. “Child life profession-
als are uniquely educated and trained to provide children, families, and their support systems 
opportunities to cope, gain a sense of mastery, engage in self-expression, and promote resil-
iency” (ACLP, 2018, p.1). Real-life examples will show that Certified Child Life Specialists 
can support student and staff needs as they take on established roles or by proposing specific 
child life specialist roles within a school setting.

Suppose a child life role is not available in a school setting. In that case, some Certified Child 
Life Specialists may take on a school position with another title, such as emotional, behavioral 
specialist, or coordinator of student support. In contrast, others may repurpose a traditional 
school role into a child life one. As the ACLP position statement on child life practice in the 
community (2018, p.1) states, “there is a significant value in including child life professionals 
in a variety of community-based settings.” On average, students spend 180 days or 950 hours 
at school (Carrington, 2020). Coping skills taught by a child life professional within a school 
setting can lay a foundation for students to cope with significant challenging events throughout 
their lives and can be generalized to future healthcare experiences.

Much like in the hospital setting, schools have multidisciplinary teams made up of a variety 
of professionals. Certified Child Life Specialists integrate into existing student support pro-
grams collaborating with other support professionals such as social workers, school counselors, 
behavior specialists, psychologists, teachers, and administrators on the emotional well-being of 
children. Using weekly psychosocial rounds or collaborative meetings, schools increase staff 
communication and awareness of student needs impacting academics and ability to learn. With 
their collective knowledge, the team focuses on common psychosocial goals, identifies action 
plans, and maximizes staff involvement.

For schools that have implemented multi-tiered support systems (MTSS), a child life skill 
set articulating strategies and accommodations for students with various diagnoses can be 
useful at each level: universal, focused and intensive. School-based child life interventions 
are grounded in the core child life competencies; however, they may look very different from 
interventions in the healthcare setting. Child life professionals in a school still focus heavily 
on the essential goals of child life: building rapport, assessing coping, promoting resilience, 
minimizing stress, providing therapeutic interventions, and communicating effectively with 
other professionals (ACLP, 2018). Through proactive support in the classroom, in small groups, 
and individually, students’ psychosocial needs will be met first before attempting academics.
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