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Sampling Procedures

Program Surveys

     The list of APA-accredited clinical psychology doctoral programs in the 

United States was generated from the American Psychological Association 

website in December 2021.  The entire list was divided between research 

team members.  Program websites were then reviewed to determine the 

availability of trauma-related coursework, and if this coursework was 

required.

     When clearly articulated coursework requirements were not available on 

the website, an email was sent to either the program’s Department Chair or 

the Director of Clinical Training to ascertain whether a course related to 

trauma was required, offered as an elective, or not offered.  Specifically, the 

email request read:

“Regarding courses in your Clinical Psychology program, is a course 

explicitly focused on Trauma & its Impact/Treatment, 

          a)  Required

          b)  Elective

          c)  Not Offered

If you can provide any additional details regarding the decision to offer 

courses (or not) focused on that content, it would be appreciated.”

Cohort Size
     The number of matriculated students was obtained from each program 

through their “Student Admissions, Outcomes, and Other Data” report, which 

is required to be published on their websites.  These matriculated student 

numbers served as an approximation of the number of students entering the 

field annually, having completed the coursework related to trauma.  This 

assumes that program sizes remain relatively stable.

Trauma-informed care has become a pillar of competent 

psychological services. A foundation in understanding trauma 

and its treatment should be viewed as essential for clinical 

psychologists entering the field, as working with individuals that 

have experienced trauma is inevitable. Objective: The objective 

of this study was to evaluate the number of accredited doctoral 

programs in clinical psychology that require a course in trauma-

informed theory and intervention in their curriculum. Method: 

Clinical psychology programs accredited by the American 

Psychological Association were surveyed to determine their 

requirement for a course related to trauma-informed care. 

Program information was initially reviewed online and in the

absence of clear indication within their program websites, survey 

questions were sent to the program Chair and/or Directors of 

Clinical Training. Results: Data were obtained from 193 of the 

254 APA-accredited programs included in this survey process. 

Only nine (5%) require a course related to trauma-informed

care. Of these, five were PhD programs and four were PsyD 

programs. This equates to 202 (8%) of graduating

doctoral students having been required to take a course related to 

trauma-informed care. Conclusions: Trauma exposure is 

common and a major factor to be considered in the development 

of psychological disorders and overall physical and emotional 

wellbeing. As a result, clinical psychologists should enter the 

field with a foundation in understanding the impact and treatment 

of trauma exposure. However, only a minority of graduating 

doctoral students have been required to take a course related to 

this topic in their graduate curriculum.

Objective

The goal of this study is to identify the number of clinical psychology 

doctoral programs, accredited by the American Psychological 

Association, that require a course related to identifying traumatic 

experiences and their treatment.  Given the breadth of trauma exposure 

across all dimensions of diversity, such as age, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status, having a foundation in understanding trauma is 

believed to be a critical component of education for doctoral-level 

psychologists.

Method

Surveyed Programs

     Data were obtained from a sample of 193 (of 254 accredited 

programs) or 76% of accredited clinical psychology programs as of 

December 2021.  This included 141 PhD and 52 PsyD programs.  Across 

all programs, 70% were PhD and 30% were PsyD.  However, due to the 

traditionally larger class size of a PsyD cohort, the PsyD programs 

represented approximately 60% of the students matriculated into 

doctoral-level programs in Clinical Psychology in 2020.  Data were 

unavailable from 61 programs.

Introduction

     Nearly a century ago, trauma was recognized as having a 

powerful impact on one’s psychological health (Freud, 1924).  
More than 20 years ago, the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services and U.S. Surgeon General recognized trauma 

exposure “as a high priority public health risk of major 

proportions” (American Psychological Association, 2015, p. 16).  

The impact of trauma and adversity is undeniable.  Finally 

recognized as a significant contributor to the manifestation and/or 

exacerbation of many psychiatric disorders (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2022), adversity also affects hundreds of thousands 

of children and adolescents every year (U.S. Department of 

Health & Human Services, 2021), which is likely an 

underestimate.  Moreover, 60% of adults reported having at least 

one Adverse Childhood Experience, with over 15% reporting four 

or more (Portwood et al., 2021).

     Given the wide-ranging clinical presentations that can occur 

following trauma exposure, accurate identification is essential.  

Failing to recognize emotional, behavioral, or functional 

impairments as trauma reactions and attributing them to some 

other diagnosis will result in failed outcomes and frustrated 

clients.  

     In 2015, the American Psychological Association published 

“Guidelines on Trauma Competencies for Education and 

Training.”  The minimal expectations for competency covered 

domains of Scientific Knowledge, Psychological Assessment, 

Psychological Intervention, Professionalism, and Relational 

Systems.  As the research and practice around trauma-informed 

conceptualizations and care has quickly evolved over recent 

decades, addressing this multi-faceted approach to understanding 

the impact of trauma requires ongoing focus and curriculum 

revision.

     Psychological intervention with a trauma-exposed client is a 

challenging endeavor.  As ubiquitous as trauma exposure is, 

managing this content within a psychotherapy session or even 

within the subjective processing of the psychotherapist should be 

taken very seriously  Thus, training for clinicians and students 

who will be delivering clinical services to trauma-exposed clients 

must include a foundation in understanding not only the clinical 

sequelae of trauma, but provide insights into the clinician’s 

experience of doing this difficult work.

     As the 2015 APA Guidelines articulate, for psychologists to 

have “trauma-related competency” requires a foundation of 

knowledge and skill that sufficiently equips them to address the 

needs of individuals, families, and communities exposed to 

trauma and allows them to critically examine and integrate 

emerging research into practice.  

     The need for trauma training is clear.  Yet factors within 

doctoral programs accredited by the American Psychological 

Association may challenge a program’s ability to provide this 

training.  As a field, we must carefully consider how to best 

prepare entry-level psychologists to be capable, competent, and 

responsive to the needs of those they serve.

Data were obtained from 193 of 254 clinical psychology graduate programs, accredited by the American 

Psychological Association.  Of the collected data, 141 programs were PhD and 52 were PsyD.  The total 

number of first year students in the collected data was 2,660 (1,120 in PhD programs and 1,540 in PsyD).

As noted here, just 3% of APA accredited 

PhD programs require a course related 

specifically to trauma-informed content and 

treatment.  This translates to just 54 students 

with a PhD enter the field of clinical 

psychology each year with a foundation in 

trauma related content. Remarkably, just one 

quarter (26%) of PhD programs offer a 

trauma-related course as an elective.

As seen in this summary Table, just 5% of doctoral level, APA-accredited programs require a course related to trauma informed 

conceptualization and/or treatment.  This equates to approximately 200 students (8%) that have a foundational training in 

trauma-related care entering the field annually.

Based on the collected data, 

highlighted states have programs that 

require trauma-focused coursework.

▪ Traumatic and Adverse Experiences have significant 

impact on overall mental health and physical health 

outcomes.

▪ Symptoms of trauma exposure can often be confused with 

other psychiatric conditions and misdiagnosis can lead to 

failed treatment efforts, unnecessary medication exposure, 

and poor outcomes for clients.

▪ While training for psychologists in trauma-focused 

coursework is essential, only a small number of programs 

require a course in this content.

▪ Across 193 programs (of 254) where data were available, 

just 9 programs (5%) required a trauma-focused course.

▪ Of these programs, 5 were PhD and 4 were PsyD, 

representing 202 students (54 PhD and 148 PsyD) entering 

the field annually that have been required to take a trauma-

focused course.

Discussion

Given the prevalence and impact of trauma exposure, it is 

problematic that so few graduating clinical psychologists are 

receiving foundational training in trauma-informed care.  

Also of concern, as the APA established Trauma Competency 

Guidelines in 2015, few programs adhere to those standards.  

Of course, one can become trauma-informed without having 

graduate coursework.  But this raises the question of “how 

much is enough” to be competent?  Is completing a training in 

Trauma-Focused CBT sufficient?   Programs that offered 

responses as to why trauma-focused courses were not 

required cited limited ability to allocate credits to the topic, 

limited expertise within faculty, and trauma is discussed in 

other courses.  It would be argued here trauma-focused 

coursework should be a priority in the graduate training of 

psychologists. 

Implications

The training of psychologists to accurately identify and treat 

traumatic experiences is essential.  Over recent decades, 

traumatic experiences have been widely recognized to impact 

all domains of functioning from emotional and behavioral 

health, interpersonal happiness, and physical health 

outcomes.  Unfortunately, only a minority of APA-accredited 

programs prioritize this topic as a required course.

Limitations

Data related to trauma-informed coursework were unavailable 

in nearly a quarter of the total 254 programs contacted in this 

survey process.  This represents a weakness in providing a 

full representation of APA-accredited graduate study in 

clinical psychology.  It was also difficult to determine the 

availability of elective courses (e.g., how often offered, 

course enrollment, etc.).

Abstract

As noted here, 8% of APA accredited PsyD 

programs require a course related specifically 

to trauma-informed content and treatment.  

This translates to 148 students with a PsyD 

enter the field of clinical psychology each 

year with a foundation in trauma related 

content. This is nearly three times the number 

of PhD students.  Over 60% of PsyD 

programs offer a trauma-related course as an 

elective.
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