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Speech-language pathologists can learn from the 
evolution of clinical ladders in nursing and tailor pro-
grams to meet the needs of SLPs. The reasons for the 
lack of clinical ladders for SLPs may be the paucity of 
research in our � eld in this area and a lack of atten-
tion to developing clinical ladders with higher levels 
for the expert clinician. This void may be undermin-
ing the profession; policies and procedures that are 
established generally apply to basic service provision 
by novice staff. Emphasis should instead be placed on 
developing systems of formal acknowledgement and 
legitimization of expertise with � nancial reward and 
clinical promotion. 

Current trends may be changing, however, as 
suggested by the periodic requests for information on 
established clinical ladders from members of various 
speech-language pathology e-mail discussion groups.

Elements of a Clinical Ladder for SLPs
A clinical ladder recognizes skills and identi-

� es potential for advancement based on a structured 
hierarchy with skill progression and competency 
acquisition as components of several levels, with each 
level tied to � nancial incentives (see chart at right). 
The ladder always should be a work in progress, 
under construction, and continually revised to keep 
up with the changing marketplace. A well-organized 
and concise clinical ladder demonstrates the program’s 
support of the SLP’s growth and clinical develop-
ment and will also help attract new staff, recognize 
excellence, reward and compensate increased levels, 
reduce turnover, recognize expertise in a speci� c � eld 
or subspecialty, and provide the opportunity to market 
specialized services.

Implementing a Clinical Ladder
Implementing a clinical ladder involves identify-

ing the culture within your facility, reviewing clinical 
ladders for nursing and other allied health professions, 
and examining ladders from similar settings in your 
community. Take the time to set up a clinical ladder 
with meaningful levels and competencies that re� ect 
your organization’s values and ideals. Consider the 
following steps:

Evaluate your setting.•  Consider your setting, staff-
ing patterns, and potential for mentoring to help 
clinicians achieve clinical growth. Explore your 
team’s willingness to seek an “above-and-beyond” 
culture. Establish goals to develop speci� c clinical 
competencies, making sure to assess and include 

current practices within your facility. Consider 
how your department celebrates individual and 
team achievements. Many departments are rich 
with mentors who inspire and teach novice staff 
members; if that is the case, build the clinical 
expertise and talents of the expert clinician into 
your ladder. Mentoring a novice clinician is time-
consuming but valuable, and is even more valuable 
if the department recognizes and shows apprecia-
tion for mentoring efforts. 

Establish performance goals.•  A successful 
program must include clearly de� ned performance 
goals, expectations, and outcomes. Begin by de� n-
ing departmental and individual goals to establish 
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The purpose of a clinical ladder is to provide incentives for 
advancement, financial rewards, and professional recognition.

Sample Clinical Ladder (Greater Baltimore Medical Center)

Level Title Degree Years of Experience Competencies

I Speech-Language Pathology 
Graduate Student Practicum

Graduate level in SLP 
program

II Speech-Language Pathology 
Clinical Fellow

Master’s

N/A Contract SLP Master’s 1 + clinical experience Basic 

III Staff SLP Master’s 1 + clinical experience Basic

IV Senior SLP Master’s 3+ years’ post-CFY 
clinical experience

Advanced

V Senior SLP, Clinical Specialist Master’s plus 
specialty certifi cation

4+ years’ post-CFY clinical 
experience, at least 3 years 
practicing in specialty area

Specialty certifi cation 
(limited to one)

VI SLP Coordinator Master’s with 
supervisory experience

4+ years’ post-CFY clinical 
experience, at least 3 years 
practicing in specialty area

Advanced with 
supervisory experience

Copyright © 2000 The Milton J. Dance, Jr. Head & Neck Center at GBMC. Reprinted with permission.

Clinical Ladders in Speech-Language Pathology


