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AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION OF GRADUATE STUDENTS

(APAGS)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology; Professional Development; Higher Education

Advocacy

1. Core Definition

The American Psychological Association of Graduate Students (APAGS) represents the

largest formalized constituency of students enrolled in master's-level, doctoral-level, and post-

doctoral education and training programs within the discipline of psychology. Established as a

distinct subsector of the American Psychological Association (APA), APAGS functions primarily as

an advocacy, resource, and governance body dedicated exclusively to addressing the unique

needs, concerns, and interests of the future generation of psychological scientists, practitioners,

and educators. While integrated into the broader APA framework, APAGS maintains its own

governing body, budgetary oversight, and programmatic initiatives, ensuring that the student voice

is amplified at the highest levels of organizational decision-making. Its mandate extends beyond

mere representation, actively seeking to foster high standards in academic training, facilitate

transition into professional life, and mitigate systemic barriers encountered by students navigating

complex graduate educational structures across the United States and internationally.

APAGS serves as the central hub connecting thousands of students across diverse specialties,

including clinical psychology, counseling psychology, experimental psychology, and industrial-

organizational psychology. The organization is fundamentally dedicated to promoting responsible

professional socialization, encouraging volunteerism within the psychological community, and

providing tangible support mechanisms, such as financial aid opportunities and skill-building

workshops. By organizing this substantial segment of the APA membership, APAGS plays a

crucial role in maintaining the integrity and quality of psychological training, thereby directly

influencing the long-term trajectory and public perception of the entire discipline. This

organizational focus differentiates APAGS from generic student associations, positioning it instead

as an indispensable component of the professional pipeline in modern psychology.

2. Historical Context and Formation

The formal establishment of APAGS occurred in 1988, arising from a recognized necessity within

the APA to specifically address the burgeoning demographic of graduate students who previously

lacked dedicated institutional representation. Prior to 1988, while students were members of the

APA, their specific academic and professional development needs often remained peripheral to the

primary concerns of established professionals, researchers, and licensed clinicians. The formation

of APAGS marked a critical inflection point, acknowledging that the concerns of students--such as
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internship supply, supervision quality, and financial burdens--required focused, sustained attention

by a representative body composed of and governed by students themselves.

This historical development reflected a broader trend within professional associations in the late

20th century to create specialized divisions or directorates catering to subgroups whose

experiences differed significantly from the established majority. For the APA, integrating APAGS

institutionalized the commitment to fostering academic excellence and ethical training from the

earliest stages of professional socialization. The foundational objectives established during its

inception centered on the systematic collection and delineation of facts corresponding to

appropriate academic and training problems, thereby providing the APA Board of Directors with

evidence-based insights necessary for policy formulation regarding graduate education. The

creation of APAGS ensured that the concerns of the largest single formed group of students within

the discipline could no longer be overlooked in major policy debates regarding the future direction

of psychological practice and science.

3. Organizational Structure and Relationship to APA

APAGS operates under a distinctive organizational structure that grants it considerable autonomy

while maintaining crucial integration with the APA governance framework. APAGS is governed by

an elected student leadership, typically headed by a Chair, who serves on the APA Board of

Directors or attends the meetings of the Council of Representatives, thereby guaranteeing the

student perspective is presented at the highest echelon of the association's decision-making

process. This unique position allows APAGS to serve as an official liaison between the

approximately 115,000 members of the APA and the tens of thousands of students currently

undergoing training.

The operational structure includes several internal committees and specialized task forces focused

on diverse areas such as advocacy, diversity issues, convention programming, and publications.

These committees are staffed entirely by student volunteers, offering unparalleled opportunities for

graduate students to develop leadership skills, contribute to professional policy, and network with

senior figures in the field. Financial support is derived primarily through APA membership dues and

specific fundraising initiatives; APAGS is thus financially integrated, ensuring sustainability, while

its programmatic priorities remain firmly directed by the needs of its student membership. The

relationship is symbiotic: APAGS leverages the resources and credibility of the APA, while the APA

relies on APAGS to maintain a robust, engaged, and ethically prepared pipeline of future

professionals.

4. Key Missions and Functions

The core mission of APAGS is multifaceted, focusing simultaneously on advocacy, resource
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provision, and ethical development. The organization actively works to shape policy related to

graduate training standards, addressing critical issues such as the cost of education, student loan

debt, the sufficiency of pre-doctoral internship positions, and the maintenance of rigorous ethical

guidelines in both research and practice settings. Furthermore, APAGS serves a vital

communication function, translating complex APA policies and professional developments into

accessible information relevant to the student experience.

Key functions can be summarized by the following areas of active engagement:

Information Dissemination: Publishing guides, newsletters, and online resources focused on

navigating the challenges of graduate school, including dissertation planning, licensure

preparation, and effective mentorship strategies.

Policy Development: Serving as the primary consultation body for the APA on all matters

concerning graduate education, providing input on accreditation standards and professional

practice guidelines.

Financial Support: Facilitating the granting of awarded and scholarships designed to alleviate the

financial burden on students, particularly those engaged in high-cost research or those from

underrepresented backgrounds.

5. Advocacy and Policy Initiatives

APAGS has historically played a crucial role in advocating for legislative and policy changes that

directly affect graduate students. This advocacy often focuses on ensuring accessible and high-

quality training environments. A central and ongoing advocacy effort revolves around the

internship imbalance crisis, striving to ensure that the number of available accredited pre-

doctoral internships matches the number of eligible students requiring them for graduation and

eventual licensure. APAGS organizes letter-writing campaigns, congressional visits, and strategic

partnerships with other professional bodies to address these structural deficits within the training

system.

Beyond training infrastructure, APAGS addresses issues related to student welfare and equity.

This includes policy work focused on enhancing diversity and inclusion within psychology

programs, advocating for stronger protections against harassment or discrimination in academic

settings, and promoting mental health resources for graduate students who frequently face

significant stress and burnout. By leveraging the national platform of the APA, APAGS ensures that

student concerns move beyond localized campus issues and are addressed as systemic

challenges requiring national attention and institutional reform.

6. Membership Benefits and Resources

Membership in APAGS, which is automatic upon joining the APA as a student affiliate, provides
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numerous tangible benefits crucial for academic success and professional preparation. These

resources are designed to bridge the gap between theoretical training and professional reality,

offering practical tools for career development.

Benefits include, but are not limited to, the following provisions:

Networking Opportunities: Access to exclusive networking events at the annual APA

Convention, facilitating connections with established psychologists, potential mentors, and future

collaborators.

Grants and Awards: Eligibility for various scholarships, travel grants, and dissertation awards

(e.g., the APAGS Basic Psychological Science Grant), which provide critical funding for student

research projects.

Publications and Content: Complimentary subscriptions or access to specialized APAGS

publications, including the official newsletter and specialized career guides detailing topics such as

applying for grants, negotiating first employment contracts, and navigating the licensure process.

Professional Liability Insurance Access: Often, APAGS membership offers access to

discounted or tailored professional liability insurance packages essential for students engaging in

clinical practice or research involving human participants.

7. Professional Development and Training

A significant commitment of APAGS is the provision of opportunities for occupational growth that

extends beyond standard academic curricula. APAGS views professional development as an

essential ingredient in preparing students for complex careers in diverse settings--from academia

and research institutions to hospitals and private practice. This training focus is operationalized

through various mechanisms, including workshops, mentorship programs, and structured volunteer

work.

The training programs facilitated by APAGS often focus on skills not typically prioritized in

coursework, such as grant writing mastery, effective legislative advocacy, media relations training,

and advanced ethical decision-making. Through initiatives like structured volunteer work through

the APA divisions and committees, students gain invaluable firsthand experience in organizational

governance and professional service. This emphasis on volunteerism and service is crucial for

fostering an early commitment to professional ethics and community responsibility, preparing

students not just to be competent clinicians or researchers, but to be engaged leaders in the field

of psychology.

8. Significance and Impact

The impact of APAGS on the field of psychology is profound, acting as both an advocate for its

members and a driving force for necessary institutional change within graduate education. By
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organizing the largest cohort of future professionals, APAGS ensures that the standards and

quality of training remain high, thereby safeguarding the public interest. Its sustained advocacy

efforts have led to significant improvements in training accountability and increased awareness of

student welfare issues among university administration and APA leadership.

The organization's role is also significant in fostering diversity and inclusion. APAGS actively

promotes initiatives aimed at recruiting and retaining students from underrepresented groups,

recognizing that the future of psychology must reflect the demographic complexity of the

populations it serves. The continuous provision of resources, from financial aid to career guidance,

ensures that talented individuals, regardless of their socioeconomic background, have the tools

necessary to complete rigorous psychological training and enter the workforce prepared to uphold

the highest standards of scientific rigor and professional ethics.

9. Future Directions and Challenges

As the landscape of higher education rapidly evolves, APAGS faces several persistent and

emerging challenges. The increasing cost of doctoral education, coupled with shifts in healthcare

delivery models, necessitates continuous adaptation in how psychology students are trained and

supported. A primary challenge involves maintaining relevance and providing timely resources in

an era where distance learning and non-traditional career paths are becoming more prevalent.

APAGS must continually assess and respond to structural issues, such as ensuring sufficient

funding for psychological science and addressing systemic barriers to licensure mobility across

state lines.

Another critical area involves navigating the political climate surrounding research funding and

mental health parity legislation. The organization must continue to sharpen its advocacy tools to

defend the scientific basis of psychology and promote policies that expand access to psychological

services. By focusing on innovation in professional development and maintaining its strong

connection to the APA leadership, APAGS is positioned to remain an essential force in shaping the

future competencies and ethical standards of the psychological profession.

10. Further Reading

Official American Psychological Association of Graduate Students (APAGS) Website

American Psychological Association (APA)

Wikipedia: American Psychological Association
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