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PSYCHOLOGICAL
ASSESSMENTS
The what, the why, the when & the how

Case Example
◦ Juan is a 9-year-old latinx cisgender male (he/him) who entered emergency residential housing (community
mental health setting) after being asked to leave his most recent foster home.
◦ Born and raised in one of the inner-cities of Southern California, Juan had been removed from his home for the
first time just a few weeks following his birth.
◦ Since that time, available records highlighted Juan moving back-and-forth from his home to various foster
placements settings, totaling over 12 different foster placements over the time frame of 6 years. Juan kept
being removed from home due to substantiated concerns regarding parental neglect, emotional abuse, and
physical abuse.
◦ Mom is a single parent, with three other children, ages 2, 4, and 6. Mom struggles with ongoing
methamphetamine use and co-occurring depression, as well as a reported history of exchange sex, and being a
victim and perpetrator of domestic violence.

Just Another
Tool to Use…
• Answers questions
about diagnoses
• Provides guidance for
treatment and ongoing
care
• Opens doors for
sometimes life-long
accommodations
• Provides opportunities
for validation &
empowerment
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An Indirect
Approach
• Obtains insight to
nonverbal functioning
• Provides information
about how people
respond to questions
• Compares responses to
normed samples
• Allows for direct child
observations
• Incorporates multiple
informants/perspectives

What is Psychological Testing?
The History

The Kinds/Types

• 2200 BCE: Emperor uses proficiency
exams to evaluate public officials

◦ Psychoeducational

• Song Dynasty (920-1279): Intelligence
testing

◦ Psychodiagnostic

• Phrenology (18th – 19th century)

◦ Neurocognitive

• 1905: Alfred Binet & Theodore Simon
• World War I: Personality testing
• 1930s-1960’s: Learning Disorders

◦ Identifying barriers to learning
◦ Identifying diagnoses impacting functioning
◦ Dementia screening

◦ Forensic
◦ Competency to stand trial
◦ Malingering

BUT WHY TESTING?
Let’s continue with Juan’s story
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Evolution of (most) Mental Health Services
The child and family begin some form
of evidence based treatment to help
process symptoms associated with
mental health challenges

Upon entering DCFS, a child is typically
linked with a mental health
provider/WrapAround care

Linked to Service
Provider

The Assessment
Period

Intervention

Consists of parent interviews and a
structured interview of the child
(sometimes observations as well,
contingent on age)

Re-evaluation

Depending on the treatment, progress
towards treatment goals are evaluated
after 6-12 months of care

Case Example Continued
◦ Juan had a pre-school history of IEP services under Speech and Language; concerns regarding articulation and
expression of speech.
◦ School records also reported during later grades, concerns regarding anger outbursts and aggression.
◦ Juan was moving schools each time he moved out of his mother’s care. This included one time, changing school
districts entirely.
◦ Records regarding mental health functioning highlighted Juan saw a social worker and was involved in
WrapAround care which included family therapy (with a family reunification goal), but school records continued
to report behavioral and emotional dysregulation despite therapeutic services.

Case Story Continued
◦ Just before he was removed from his most recent foster care placement, Juan was taken to the hospital for the
purpose of a psychiatric evaluation (concerns of Juan harming himself or others). Juan was admitted for 3 days
due to reports of hearing and seeing things that others didn’t.
◦ By the time Juan arrived at the emergency residential setting, he was provided the following diagnoses:
◦ Schizophrenia Spectrum Disorder, Disruptive Mood Dysregulation Disorder & Conduct Disorder
◦ Was prescribed antipsychotic medication & medication targeting behavioral dysregulation

◦ Within the emergency residential housing organization, every child is placed within a mental health treatment
team. It was Juan’s attending clinician who read his file, and thought to refer for a psychological evaluation.

◦ The clinician was wondering what was explaining symptoms she observed and sought targeted psychological
treatment planning.
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WHEN DO WE REFER?

When CASAs Might Push for a Referral
◦ Your child has had minimal progress with
either therapeutic or school-based
interventions

◦ The child complains of physical
complaints that have been ruled-out for
medical explanations

◦ Teachers and/or clinicians are reporting
continued concerns

◦ You want a second opinion

◦ The record reveals a multitude of
psychiatric diagnoses and medication
interventions; all with minimal progress
or improvement

◦ You want to rule-out cognitive or
developmental disorders

Take Juan for Instance…
◦ Juan completed a comprehensive
psychological evaluation, which
included:
◦ Cognitive testing
◦ Brief academic testing
◦ Language testing
◦ Developmental
◦ Socio-emotional testing

◦ Testing process included:
◦ Review of forensic (DCFS) records
◦ Review of school records (that were
accessible)
◦ Consultations with parent, teachers, current
and former therapists, current and former
psychiatrist
◦ Child observation in school settings
◦ Direct testing of child
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Results of Testing
◦ Juan obtained a FSIQ of 62 (1st percentile)
◦ His school functioning was similar to those in Kindergarten
◦ Juan’s attentional functioning indicated underlying ADHD impacting his language retention
◦ He was struggling with receptive language
◦ His symptoms were consistent with a presentation of PTSD

Juan had been misdiagnosed which led to unnecessary (and ineffective) treatment

Cultural Considerations
◦ How we ascribe meaning to behaviors carries bias
◦ Testing has a history of overly pathologizing communities of color
◦ Consider how we are utilizing the tool
◦ To open up a child’s world vs. making it smaller

WHERE DO WE FIND
THIS RESOURCE?
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Resources
◦ Community Mental Health Agencies

◦ Low Fee or Free:

◦ Ask if they have psychologists on staff

◦ Regional Centers

◦ Ask if they have a student training/internship
program

◦ The Help Group
◦ LAUSD

◦ Seeking Aid from Different Groups:

◦ Independent Education Evaluation

◦ Legal groups

◦ Community Colleges & Universities

◦ Children’s Law Center

◦ School psychology
◦ CSUN
◦ Clinical psychology
◦ UCLA

What about Juan?
◦ His family and friends now know how to respond to presenting behaviors in ways that help Juan feel safe
◦ Has been successfully living with a new foster family and has been with them for over 2-years
◦ Is currently in a mild-moderate special day class through his foster placement’s school district, and is looking to
complete his high school career!
◦ Is linked with Regional Center and is receiving life-long services
◦ Has been working on being adopted officially by his foster family
◦ Still maintains his love of Hot Cheetos and salty snacks

Questions?

Contact information:
Alexandra (Alie) Kussin-Shoptaw, PhD PSY30547
Clinical Psychologist || DoctorAlie.com

(323) 418-2103 || alie@doctoralie.com
13400 Riverside Dr. Ste 318
Sherman Oaks, CA 91423
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