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School-based mental health models vary considerably, and extant research spans
many disciplines, examines a range of services, and measures a variety of
outcomes. For school-based mental health (SBMH) services to be effective, it is
important to understand how they are implemented and how they affect outcomes
for children in schools. Although SBMH programs have expanded nationwide,
there is a lack of comprehensive research examining how these programs have been
implemented across contexts. The purpose of this integrative literature review is to
synthesize 23 years of research on implementation approaches, service delivery
models, and associated outcomes that promote positive development for children
and youth; with particular attention to those from historically underserved
communities and demographic groups. Publications from 2000-2023 within the
U.S. were identified through databases using an iterative keyword search and
screened according to inclusion and exclusion criteria. The remaining 127 articles
were reviewed and categorized according to the model, framework, context, and
keys to implementation. The synthesis identified three main approaches used for
facilitating SBMH services. Frequently cited keys to successful implementation
were documented by frequency across articles. The findings suggest that SBMH
services are implemented in a variety of ways and would benefit from adaptations
based on cultural and contextual considerations. Implications for SBMH research,
practice, and policy in the United States are discussed. The discussion includes
suggestions for effective SBMH models and approaches given the contextual
considerations and barriers schools may face.
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Introduction

Childhood mental health disorders affect an estimated 20-25% of children worldwide (Kase et al.,
2017). According to the State of Mental Health in America report (Reinert et al., 2024), the
prevalence of major depressive episodes for youth ages 12-17 has nearly doubled over the course
of a decade, increasing from 8% to 16% between the years 2012 to 2022. There has been an
increase in depression and anxiety worldwide with 25% of youth experiencing clinically elevated
symptoms since 2020 (Racine et al., 2021). Other findings from recent studies reveal that other
mental health indicators such as substance use and thoughts of suicide are rising among youth
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between the ages of 6-21 years of age (Halladay et al., 2020; Young et al., 2023). These challenges
have worsened in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (Samji et al., 2022; Zabek et al., 2023).
Yet, most school-aged youth do not receive adequate care for their mental health conditions (Graaf
et al., 2022; Kern et al., 2022) with 48% reporting an unmet need for treatment (Reinert et al.,
2024).

For a variety of reasons — financial, environmental, personal, and cultural — children do
not receive needed mental health services (Damian et al., 2022; Graaf et al., 2022; Toure et al.,
2022). The 2024 State of Mental Health in America Report showed that nearly half of youth do
not receive treatment and of those who did receive treatment, only 65% said it helped (Reinert et
al., 2024). The 2022-2023 National Survey of Children’s Health (Child and Adolescent Health
Measurement Initiative, 2023) showed that families faced difficulties obtaining mental health care
for children who were in need. Thirty one percent found it somewhat difficult, 19% found it very
difficult, and 5% were not able to obtain care. In total, 56% of families faced challenges accessing
care. For youth who do receive care most receive fewer than four sessions and, for youth in
poverty, access is even more limited (Hoover & Bostic, 2021).

Overall, access to mental health care for youth in the U.S. remains limited (Mojtabai &
Olfson, 2020), and youth from the most vulnerable demographic groups such as Black, Indigenous,
People of Color (BIPOC), Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) and low
socioeconomic status (SES) are even less likely to receive care compared to their middle-class and
white counterparts, even when faced with similar mental health problems (Gaias et al., 2022; Rider
etal., 2018). Evidence of large unmet mental health needs for BIPOC and low SES status children
and adolescents suggests that barriers to access, including cost and transportation, significantly
impact the utilization of mental health services among these populations and other groups of
underserved youth (Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Ofendu et al., 2017; Planey et al., 2019). This points
to the need for more innovative approaches for service delivery to expand access and improve
outcomes for young people who might not otherwise receive mental health care. When considering
the number of children identified for services in comparison with those who do receive services,
providing care in a natural environment such as a school could dramatically increase the number
of children who are able to access mental health support (Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Merianos et al.,
2017; Raviv et al., 2022).

School-Based Mental Health Services

Student mental health needs are increasing at a time when it is especially difficult to access mental
health care in the U.S. (Hodgkinson et al., 2017; Mojtabai & Olfson, 2020; Zabek et al., 2023).
School-based services can address these needs by providing timely and convenient access to
mental health care for many children (Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Hess et al., 2017; Raviv et al., 2022;
Storey et al., 2023). Schools provide a natural environment to facilitate early identification,
prevention, and intervention (Duck et al., 2023; Kern et al., 2017; Storey et al., 2023). Moreover,
school-based services reduce significant barriers to accessing care including cost, transportation
and time (Murphy & Kim, 2023; Smith-Ramey et al., 2023). School-based mental health care can
also reduce other barriers such as scheduling conflicts, provider availability, and stigma (Rossen
& Cowen, 2014; Powers et al., 2013). The familiarity of school and ease of access can alleviate
some of the stigma associated with help-seeking, and there is evidence showing that school based
mental health literacy interventions can reduce stigmatizing attitudes and beliefs about mental
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disorders (Ma et al., 2023). Schools can provide other supports that enable a more holistic system
of care.

Purpose of this Review

While comprehensive services are increasingly implemented in schools across the United States,
implementation frameworks vary and the impact on outcomes is difficult to surmise. At present,
there is a robust yet disparate body of literature examining school-based mental health models and
outcomes. As focus on youth mental health and school-based mental health services expands, there
is a need to examine implementation approaches, populations served, and contextual factors to
inform practice and policy to better understand links to student outcomes. Because extant research
spans many disciplines, examines a range of service frameworks, and measures a variety of
outcomes, there is a need to review the literature to better understand the possibilities and
challenges associated with school-based mental health services. Therefore, this review synthesizes
findings related to school-based mental health services to address the following questions:

1. What are the most frequently utilized implementation models and frameworks for school-based
mental health services?

2. What are the cultural and contextual considerations for effective school-based mental
health services?

3. What outcomes are associated with school-based mental health services?

This review will identify, summarize, and describe the models of school-based mental
health service provision that are effective at supporting positive developmental outcomes,
especially for children and youth from historically under-served communities and demographic
groups. In doing so, we hope to bridge related areas of work and provide mental health
practitioners, educators, researchers, and policymakers with an important resource for
implementing school-based mental health services in the United States.

Method

Integrative review is a methodology used to organize and evaluate the extant body of evidence
related to a particular topic. It is often utilized in medical and social science research where
contemporary evidence-based practice is essential to inform research and policy decisions.
According to Souza and colleagues (2010) integrative review is the preferred tool of evidence-
based practice. It is the most comprehensive methodological approach of reviews because it
includes a range of studies and publication types that combine data from theoretical, practical, and
empirical literature (Souza et al., 2010; Toronto, 2020). An integrative review synthesizes and
evaluates current knowledge of a topic to provide new insights therein (Torraco, 2005). Integrative
reviews are central to a “sensemaking/sensegiving circle of scholarship” (Huff, 2009, p. 4). A
comprehensive integrative review synthesizes the current state of knowledge of a topic and brings
together multiple perspectives from various related disciplines. Integrative reviews provide
scholars who are interested in a topic, an avenue to develop new research programs that might not
have emerged from within a single community of practice (Cronin & George, 2020). According
to Russell (2005) high quality, rigorous reviews can provide a significant contribution to a
particular body of knowledge and, consequently, to policy, practice, and research. For this review,
we followed the guidelines for conducting an integrative review (Beyea & Nicoll, 1998; Whitmore
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& Knafl, 2005) with the goal of synthesizing theory, research, and practice related to the
effectiveness of school-based mental health services.

Literature Search Strategy

Using the databases Academic Search Ultimate, JSTOR, ProQuest, PsycInfo, EBSCOhost, and the
search engine Google Scholar we conducted an iterative keyword search (Wei, 2012) to locate
articles for this review. Academic Search Ultimate, JSTOR, ProQuest, PsycInfo, and EBSCOhost
databases were utilized because of their ability to locate full-text academic journal publications in
multi-disciplinary social science records. Google Scholar was also utilized because of its ability to
search multiple scholarly databases and to locate gray literature including technical reports, white
papers, and other documents that are not published in academic journals but may be important
sources of information.

An iterative keyword search (Wei, 2012) is optimal for maximizing search effectiveness
of large data sets (including document and data base searches) by yielding a focused and accurate
data set for review (Eames et al., 2010). This technique is considered an effective way to conduct
a search that is comprehensive and precise, which is recommended for an integrative review
(Beyea & Nicoll, 1998). Search terms included the following keywords or keyword combinations:
school-based mental health, school-based mental health outcomes, school-based mental health
intervention, and school-based mental health services. We employed the keyword search in each
database and search engine until at least three duplicate records were identified. Publications were
limited to the years 2000-2023, and only studies conducted in the U.S. were included because
school systems and support services vary considerably by country. A total of 158 articles were
identified by the authors using the search terms, and 127 were included for this review. Following
the search, all records were uploaded into our reference management system and de-duplicated.
Title and abstract screening was conducted independently by two reviewers using predefined
inclusion criteria to maintain consistency. Inclusion criteria for articles were as follows: English
written U.S. publications, school setting, embedded school-based services, school-employed or
community-employed providers, universal screening and/or interventions, targeted mental health
interventions (specific diagnosis), and 2000-present. Exclusion criteria were teacher delivered
interventions, SEL curriculum, mental health promotion/prevention initiatives, mental health
literacy programs, and studies conducted outside of the U.S. Full-text articles were subsequently
reviewed for eligibility by the same reviewers. Inter-reviewer disagreements were addressed
through discussion and consensus.

School-based mental health services were operationalized as interventions and supports
delivered by trained mental health professionals (e.g., counselors, social workers, psychologists)
that are integrated into the school system. In contrast, prevention and promotion initiatives such
as social emotional learning curricula were excluded unless they were delivered by a mental health
professional. Teacher delivered interventions were excluded to maintain a focus on clinically
oriented services, whereas services delivered by community-employed providers were included if
they were embedded within the school setting or coordinated with school personnel. Embedded
school-based services were defined as services that were integrated into the school and part of a
coordinated system of support. This includes collaboration with community-based therapy
services that are provided on campus physically or virtually during school hours.
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Table 1
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Review

Publication Type Frequency
Primary research (quantitative or qualitative) 53
examining school-based

mental health services or mental health

interventions (targeted or universal) embedded

in school settings, including reports and

dissertations

Meta-analyses and literature reviews specific to 7
school-based mental health.

Conceptual articles, books, and chapters on 36
school-based mental health.

Practice articles (those that address school-based

mental health in practice)

Guidelines and policy papers (best practices and 22
principles for school-based mental health)

Inclusion criteria: English written U.S.
publications, school setting, embedded school-
based services, school-employed
or community-employed providers, universal
screening and/or interventions,
targeted mental health interventions (specific
diagnosis), 2000-present
N =127

Exclusion criteria: teacher delivered interventions, SEL curriculum, mental health promotion/prevention
initiatives, mental health literacy programs

Articles were reviewed and categorized according to the model, framework, context, and
keys to implementation. Approaches were documented accordingly by use in each study (see Table
2). The populations of focus were recorded as cited in each study (see Table 3). Key study
characteristics important for implementation were documented in a summary matrix (see Table 4).
In the following sections we will discuss the frameworks that have been put forth, approaches used
within those frameworks, keys to implementation and common barriers to facilitation.

Public Health Approach

A public health approach is the foundation for many school-based services (Hess et al., 2017;
Hoover et al., 2019; Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Nastasi et al., 2011) and was cited in 17 articles from
this review as an important method for prevention and intervention (see Table 5). The public health
perspective within a school-based service context can be defined as an approach that utilizes
prevention methods like universal screening (Dowdy et al., 2010), emphasizes early intervention
including psychoeducation (Boustani et al., 2020), offers tiered supports for mental health and
behavioral problems (Hess et al., 2017), is a systemic way for implementing effective services
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Records identified through database Additional records identified through

searching (n = 149) interrater search (n=9)
Records after duplicates removed (n =

150)

Abstracts screened (n = 150) Records excluded (n = 23)

Full-text articles included (N = 127)

Figure 1. Review Process

(Friedrich et al., 2010),and is a guide for equipping school-based systems of care following
disasters (Nastasi et al., 2011). A public health approach that situates mental health services in
schools is an effective way to deliver services because of its ability to respond to a variety of needs
using one point of access (Hoover & Bostic, 2021).

School Based Mental Health (SBMH) services are the most common approach to
facilitating mental health care services for children (Arora et al., 2019; Smith-Ramey et al.,
2023). SBMH care is a population-based approach that draws from public health and prevention
science models. This approach facilitates access to mental health services that children would not
otherwise seek or be able to access outside of school (Arora et al., 2019; Hoover & Bostic,
2021). Children and adolescents spend most of their time in school and so it is a natural setting to
screen and deliver services, furthermore; families are familiar with the school and perceive less
stigma, mental health professionals are embedded in the environment where many challenging
behaviors occur and are better able to integrate interventions (Doll et al., 2017). Considering
these factors, the government and many organizations have identified elementary and secondary
schools as optimal places to provide mental health care services (Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Walter
et al., 2019). Students are more likely to receive mental health care through school-based
systems and typical barriers such as transportation, stigma, and provider availability are reduced,
thereby increasing accessibility to services (Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Smith-Ramey et al., 2023;
Stephan et al., 2007). For students in rural areas or for those living in poverty, school-based
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services are often the only feasible option for receiving care (Rossen & Cowan, 2014; Smith-
Ramey et al., 2023).

SBMH services offer multiple benefits, including increased access to care through
providers with behavioral and mental health expertise. SBMH services improve accessibility to
care through services that are embedded within schools, becoming part of the community’s
comprehensive system of care (Doll et al., 2017; Hoover & Bostic, 2021; Frey et al., 2022).
Services are provided by school employees who are familiar with the school community, and who
also provide guidance to personnel that interact with students in need of support. Furthermore,
schools are often the place where children’s behaviors become challenging and where
interventions are most needed. Lastly, schools are situated to better integrate interventions, they
are a place that families are familiar with, and ultimately a place to promote wellness within
communities (Doll et al., 2017). Indeed, Atkins and colleagues (2010) posit that education and
mental health have a reciprocal agenda. They suggest a change in the fundamental framework of
education in the U.S. where the goal of mental health includes effective schooling, and the goal of
effective schools includes the healthy functioning of students.

Table 2
Approaches to Facilitating SBMH Services
Approaches Definitions Frequency
ESMH Expanded School Mental 7

Health, a continuum of services
for prevention and intervention.
MTSS Multitiered Systems of Support, 38
a continuum of support using
universal prevention for tier 1
and targeted interventions for
tier 2 and tier 3.

SBHC School-based Health Center, 23
primary health care, behavioral
health, dental, and vision
services.

Multitiered Systems of Support

Multitiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is the most common approach to deliver SBMH services,
with at least 38 articles using it as an approach for facilitation (see Table 2) and has become
integrated in many states as part of the general education framework (Kern et al., 2022). MTSS
grew out of the 1990s model known as Response to Intervention. Beginning in the 2000s, Response
to Intervention merged with an educational orientation toward positive behavioral support and
became MTSS (Jimerson et al., 2015) thereafter, the expansion of MTSS across the U.S. was
funded by grants from the U.S. Department of Education.

MTSS is situated as a public health approach for several reasons. It focuses on prevention
by using universal screening to identify students in need of intervention; services are tailored
according to need, it is a systemic method of service implementation, and it is designed to monitor
outcomes associated with social determinants of health (Boustani et al., 2020; Hess et al., 2017).
Thus, many scholars who have studied school based mental health systems of care have promoted
the use of the MTSS framework as a public health approach and method of service delivery (Arora
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et al., 2019; Capella et al., 2008; Christner et al., 2007, Connors et al., 2022; Dowdy et al., 2015;
Hess et al., 2017 Hoover & Bostic, 2021).

The MTSS framework operates on a continuum tailored to need and facilitates promotion,
prevention, and tiered level interventions. There are three tiers within the framework, beginning
with tier one instruction, known as universal instruction, continuing with tier two instruction
designed for smaller groups of students who need additional support; and, lastly, tier three
interventions designed for the smallest group of students who need the most specialized support.
MTSS is implemented in numerous ways depending on the context, school site, and staff
availability. However, the tiered system is always oriented towards behavior support, social
support, and academic support. In this framework positive behavioral supports are considered
foundational (Weist et al., 2022).The success of an MTSS approach is determined by several key
factors, including the use of culturally responsive practices, community engagement, interagency
collaboration, continuous evaluation and data-based decision making, an ecological framework,
and the integration of universal screening and programming within the general curriculum (Arora
et al., 2019; Battal et al, 2020; Capella et al., 2008; Choi et al., 2022; Connors et al., 2022; Hoover
& Bostic, 2021; Kern et al., 2017).

Universal screening is a particularly important component of MTSS with 15 articles citing
this practice as an important key to implementation. Battal et al. (2020) describes how universal
screening provides schools with accurate data that represents student need across domains.
Another study documented the logistical challenges associated with screening and proposed
strategies to develop tailored and scalable screening processes in schools (Connors et al., 2022).
DeBoer et al. (2022) suggest conducting culturally responsive assessments and interpreting
screening data with the acknowledgment of the impact of deficit-based ideologies. Hoover &
Bostic (2021) explain how universal screening, progress monitoring, early identification and
intervention are all fundamental components in MTSS. These processes enable data-based
decision-making and are promoted as strategies for promoting health and well-being post COVID
(National Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine, 2021).

Table 3
Populations of Focus in Research
Populations Frequency
Communities in poverty 23
Historically Marginalized 20
High Risk 6
Immigrant 7
LGBTQ+ 3
Rural 5
Students with Disabilities 6
Urban 12

Several scholars explain that the universal tier one component of an MTSS framework can
promote equity-based school services (DeBoer et al., 2022) or detract from equity (Moore et al.,
2023) and contribute to systemic racism. For example, teachers and staff may hold implicit biases
that affect how students are referred for services or focus too much on behavior rather than
addressing systemic issues that reinforce stereotypes (Lazarus et al., 2022). There are many
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positive outcomes associated with effective MTSS programs, but there is still progress to be made
in implementing culturally responsible programming that embodies equity in service delivery.

Interagency Partnerships

Service provision can be limited by the capacity of school personnel, and so interagency
partnerships were cited as a key to implementation in 61 articles from this review. Interagency
collaboration is a method for facilitating wrap-around services by coordinating services between
the school, local mental health agencies, academic institutions, and other organizations to provide
an effective continuum of care (Bruns et al., 2016; Duck et al., 2023; Smith-Ramey et al., 2023;
Walter et al., 2011). Community partnerships vary in the type of services offered, with some
facilitating tier two or tier three support. Interventions and treatment are enhanced through this
approach because schools facilitate connections between families in need of care to agencies they
would not have otherwise accessed. Collaboration among school-based mental health providers,
community mental health providers, and community participants is a key focus of interagency
collaborations (Weist et al., 2006). Hess and colleagues (2017) explain that school personnel such
as school psychologists and school counselors are key change agents in this model because they
collaborate with students, families, and colleagues, and they build community connections, access
resources, and advocate for services. Telehealth service is another approach that enhances access
to tier three service provision. This approach has increased following the COVID-19 pandemic.
Telehealth, as a modality, can decrease barriers schools typically face to facilitating services. It
provides greater access to care for underserved youth, it can help with parent engagement since
sessions can be conducted at home, and it helps reduce negative stigma associated with therapy
(Storey et al., 2023). Within the scope of tier three service provision, these services can bridge the
gap between limited school capacity and providing comprehensive care.

Community partnerships are not limited to tier three intervention supports. Another model
to enhance community partnerships was proposed by Raviv and colleagues (2022) through the
expanded school mental health model. The model encompasses community-academic partnerships
and formal community partnerships which support implementation, continuous improvement,
model development, training consultation, technical assistance, bridging the research-to-practice
gap, and building capacity to sustain practices with fidelity. Within this framework, a behavioral
health team uses evidence-based practices like interagency collaboration, data-based decision
making, action planning, regular team meetings, regular assessment, quality improvement, and
tailored programming for specific population needs. They report that schools utilizing this model
showed improvement in facilitating and sustaining an effective behavioral health team, signifying
the feasibility, utility, and acceptability of the model in facilitating services. The model is designed
to resolve typical barriers to school-based mental health services such as staft capacity, lack of
coordination, low focus on tier two and tier three programming, and limited funding, to create a
well-functioning team.

Smith-Ramey and colleagues (2023) document the challenges that rural communities face
when accessing mental health care services (i.e. provider shortages, transportation challenges,
stigma around treatment) and offer an embedded partnership approach using a transdisciplinary
mental health team. Their partnership was initiated in 2018 between a public school system and a
community behavioral health agency. Through this partnership, they developed a coordinated
referral process. It was expanded in 2019 to include two outpatient counselors embedded in the
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schools, then expanded again in 2022 to include a clinical supervisor, case manager, family peer
recovery specialist, and additional counselor. Results showed that this partnership increased access
to mental health services for students in the community. The authors suggest using feedback to
drive programming, engaging families, creating goal consensus, utilizing continuous
communication at all organizational levels, and leveraging the history of community collaboration
(Smith-Ramey et al., 2023).

Kang-Yi et al. (2023) describe the benefits of public-academic partnerships as an avenue
for generating actionable evidence for policy, program design, and improving implementation in
SBMH delivery. Their evaluation examined the impact of SBMH programs on Medicaid

Table 4
Frequently Cited Keys to Implementation

Implementation Keys

Definition

Frequency

Community engagement

Continuous progress
monitoring

Culturally responsive

Ecological lens
Evidence based practices

Family engagement

Interagency

Policy

Public health

Sustaining funding

Universal screening

Build on local strengths, involve members of the
community (clergy, coaches, relatives) participating
in community events (i.e. health fairs, homecoming
parades, resource drives).

Evaluating programs at the group level and
individual level to measure progress, utilizing
evidence-based assessments.

Affirm cultural identities, curricula reflective of
diversity, positive behavior supports, emphasize
students’ strengths, an inclusive environment that
values diversity.

Used as a theoretical foundation for program
development and implementation.

Assessments, instruments, interventions, and
programs that are research based.

A partnership between the school, the child and
family to identify strengths and problem solve
challenges, establish a mutually trusting
relationship, actively reducing barriers to
engagement.

Interagency collaboration as a method for facilitating
wrap around services by coordinating efforts
between the school and local mental health
agencies, academic institutions, governmental
organizations, clinics, etc.

Identified the need for policy to support funding and
implementation of services.

Identified SBMH services as a population-based
method for prevention and promotion of emotional
well-being for all students.

The need for diverse funding streams such as
federal, state, private foundations, and professional
organizations to sustain programming.

Providing schoolwide screening for mental health
needs.

28

16

30

19

18

21

61

13

17

19

15

*Note: when an article mentioned a concept as a key to implementation or recommendation for future
studies, it was recorded. There are other keys to implementation and recommendations from articles

that are not featured in this table.
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expenditures, crisis response centers, psychiatric hospitalizations, children’s behavioral health
functioning, absences, suspensions, and provider performance. Key findings that support
successful partnerships involve aligning expectations and resolving challenges in data collection
and analysis examining outcomes to improve processes and disseminating findings.

School-Based Health Centers

School-Based Health Centers (SBHC) are part of the broader public health framework and were
utilized in 23 articles from this review (see Table 2). They facilitate access to primary care,
behavioral health, vision, dental and other services through partnerships (School-Based Health
Alliance, 2023). Bains and Diallo’s (2016) systematic review of SBHCs found that over 70% of
these clinics provided mental health services, and between 9-30% of all visits were for mental
health issues. Students who experienced mental health problems were more likely to use the SBHC
and had an average of 6-10 visits each. A large proportion of visits were accounted for by mental
health issues and most of those accessing services had no insurance or public insurance.
Additionally, students with suicidal ideation were more likely to seek services, with one school
reporting 80% of mental health visits related to suicidal ideation and risk.

Duck et al. (2023) offer lessons learned from an interagency partnership that integrated
primary and behavioral health care in SBHC’s. They cite the importance of sufficient behavioral
providers, academic practice partnerships, improving consent to care return rate, and automating
data collection processes. They also describe their screening assessment process and provide
recommendations for including screening as a practice in SBHC’s integrated programming.
Partnerships are an important structure for facilitating mental health support because they expand
access to care, they encompass a variety of interventionists (Duck et al., 2023; Hess et al., 2017),
they offer researchers and providers in training a better understanding of community needs (Kang-
Yi et al., 2023), they can be tailored to specific contexts (Capella et al., 2008; Stein et al., 2002),
and they provide more diverse streams of funding for sustainability. This interagency approach
enhances the network of connections between SBMH providers and community agencies, which
in turn connects families to more prevention services. Interagency collaborations and partnerships
continue to be cited as key to addressing children and youth mental health problems. See figure 2
for a conceptual framework.

Overall, each model or framework for school-based mental health improves access to and
utilization of services for school-aged children (Raviv et al., 2022; Smith-Ramey et al., 2023;
Swick & Powers, 2018; Williams & Chapman, 2015). MTSS is a model based within schools and
is typically facilitated through school staff at tier one (through universal programming) followed
by SBMH providers such as counselors, social workers, and psychologists for tier two and three
interventions. However, when a school does not have the capacity to provide tier two and three
interventions, they can reach out to community agencies and form partnerships to create a
continuum of services for students (Raviv et al., 2022). Interagency partnerships can include
community agencies, governmental agencies and academic institutions to improve SBMH services
through collaboration, evaluation, funding sustainability, and capacity building (Smith-Ramey et
al., 2023). SBHC’s offer a broader continuum of care that encompasses primary care as well as
behavioral and mental health care. Each model differs in the range of services provided; however,
all utilize a public health approach to meet the mental health needs of students. SBMH programs
vary widely depending on factors like funding, policies, and provider availability. Thus, each
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model varies in terms of improving access to effective treatment and care; this is especially true
depending on how well interventions are tailored to meet the specific needs of the community.

Improved Outcomes

Equity in service access Social functioning
Treatment efficacy Well-being
Wraparound care Academic achievement
Family functioning School climate
Promotive contexts Culture of success

Family and Community Engagement

Leveraging communit
resources, leaders,
and strengths

Family consultation

Family peer support
Student and family
collaboration

Interagency Collaboration

Community agency Partnerships Academic partnerships
Government agency partnerships

Diverse funding streams

SBHC
Primary care,
behavioral health,
vision, dental, etc.

Universal screening, prevention,
services tailored according to
need

School-based
Mental Health
Services

Ecological Lens: tailored services based on environmental, social, cultural, and contextual influences in the community.

Public Health Approach

Figure 2.Improving Equity and Access to Mental Health Care for Youth
Note. MTSS is abbreviated for Multitiered System of Support. SBHC is abbreviated for
School-based Health Center.

Cultural and Contextual Considerations

Cultural and contextual considerations were cited in 30 different articles as critical for program
selection, implementation, engagement, efficacy, and sustainability. Within the literature on
SBMH models of care, many publications explore specific populations such as immigrant children,
Black adolescent males, students with disabilities, or LGBTQ+ youth (see Table 3). The majority
examine SBMH provision within the context of high poverty communities which is likely due to
the intersectional nature of poverty, race, mental health (i.e., social determinants), and the ability
to access care.

Specific Populations
Culturally and contextually responsive services directly influence help-seeking and service
utilization (Guo et al., 2015). These types of services are crucial for student populations such as

students with disabilities, BIPOC, LGBTQ+, immigrant, and economically disadvantaged
students. Policy changes and funding initiatives are still playing catch-up in terms of the mental
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health needs for specific populations. Several studies provide evidence of the effectiveness of
tailored or targeted mental health interventions for lowering suicide risk and the psychological
effects of post-traumatic stress disorder that are prevalent among youth from vulnerable
populations (i.e., immigrant youth, LGBTQ+ youth) (Ross et al., 2020), while also reducing stigma
and improving help-seeking for Asian immigrant youth and Black adolescent males (Guo et al.,
2014; Williams et al., 2023). However, there continue to be gaps in SBMH provision for students
with disabilities (Skaar et al., 2021). Disparities in SBMH provision in rural areas and high poverty
schools is an ongoing challenge (Moore et al., 2023). Moreover, chronic poverty can increase
exposure to violence, crime, and residential instability, all of which contribute to chronic stress
(Bains & Diallo, 2016). Thus, these specific populations are at a higher risk for mental health
issues, yet they face additional challenges in receiving care (i.e. cost, insurance, transportation,
etc.).

Culturally Responsive Services

Evidence suggests there is a strong cultural influence on mental health care utilization (Castro-
Olivo, 2017; Planey et al., 2019). For many individuals from diverse demographic groups, there
is a high degree of stigma associated with mental health problems which is in turn associated with
a lower likelithood of help-seeking and service utilization. There is also mistrust based on
historically negative experiences with medicine and mental health care services (Planey et al.,
2019). Key elements to culturally responsive school-based mental health practices in differing
contexts include leveraging home support, tailoring interventions to community needs, creating
partnerships with community participants, capitalizing on community strengths and resources, and
offering culturally responsive supports (Edyburn et al., 2021). Furthermore, professional
development and preservice teacher programs that prepare educators to be responsive to different
populations are also cited as key to promoting equitable practices (Edyburn et al., 2021; Moore et
al., 2023; Sailor et al., 2021).

When school-based mental health services are not culturally responsive or tailored to
population needs, it can have an adverse effect and negatively impact students. Thus, when
considering effective service delivery models, an ecological perspective is highlighted as an
approach to understanding the cultural context for school-based supports (Farahmand et al., 2011;
Hoagwood et al., 2007; Michael & Jameson, 2017; Rojas-Andrade & Bahamondes, 2019; Sanchez
et al., 2018).

DeBoer and colleagues (2020) discuss the importance of incorporating culture into the
conceptualization of universal mental health practices in schools and the associated challenges.
They emphasize the need for school systems to be aware of systemic racism and use practices such
as MTSS as proactive frameworks to address both externalizing and internalizing behaviors that
are often mischaracterized as behavior problems, especially for minoritized youth. Lazarus and
colleagues (2022) highlight the importance of culturally responsive school-based mental health
practices by considering the ways in which racism and inequality permeate aspects of public
education in the U.S. This plays out in white, male-centric norms, policies, and expectations that
often lead to exclusionary or zero-tolerance discipline that, in turn, have negative effects on BIPOC
student well-being. They argue that disparities in mental health provision for racially minoritized
students can be reduced through school-based delivery by improving access to care, reducing
stigma, and — more importantly — focusing on positive, strengths-based, and culturally appropriate
approaches.
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Lazarus and colleagues (2022) advocate for a dual factor model of mental health service
provision in schools. In this model emphasis is placed on well-being, cultural strengths of
minoritized communities, systemic structures that contribute to disparities, the importance of
cultural responsibility, accessibility of services for all students, and a population-based approach.
They argue that school psychological services ignore subjective well-being when considering
mental health, which can range in presentation. The traditional model emphasizes services that are
deficit focused, are provided to students with disabilities and disorders, and are based on a single
factor model of mental health (Lazarus et al., 2022). In their proposed Culturally Responsible
Dual- Factor Model, mental health is viewed through a cultural lens that acknowledges the context

of inequity and systemic racism. It focuses on cultural attributes of the community and ecologies
(Lazarus et al., 2022).

Poverty

Communities in poverty were the population of focus in 23 articles from this review. SBMH
services are particularly important for communities in poverty and can be modified based on
ecological and public health principles that are tailored to specific community needs. Capella and
colleagues (2008) call for an approach that uses an ecological model to integrate mental health
programs into specific contexts, such as high poverty communities. They explain that leveraging
support from home, the community, and the school can better meet the needs of students within
these contexts. Doll and colleagues (2017) emphasize a collaborative approach that supports team
planning, implementation, and data-based decision-making. This approach engages school
personnel and community agencies, fostering partnerships that are responsive to the cultural and
ecological contexts of the school while leveraging existing strengths and resources within the
community.

Atkins and colleagues (2006) describe an approach for serving high-poverty urban
communities that emphasizes the importance of accessibility, effectiveness, and sustainability of
services. More specifically, for accessibility, they explain the need to actively engage families
through extensive outreach, to reduce barriers to involvement, and collaborate with community
members in the recruitment process. Through the lens of ecological systems, school-based mental
health services can strengthen connections between agencies, create new partnerships, and
promote synergistic collaborations that are tailored to community needs and promote access to
mental health care through these networks (Holt & Grills, 2015).

Overall, findings suggest that any school-based mental health service framework, model,
or intervention must account for culture and context by addressing serious barriers to access such
as poverty, acculturation, language differences, and family structure and that an ecological model
is an effective framework for implementing culturally responsive services.

Outcomes

There is a dearth of publications reporting outcomes associated with school-based mental health
services. This suggests that there is a considerable gap between school-based mental health as a
concept and the evidentiary base in support of school-based mental health services in practice.
However, the extant findings do indicate that school-based mental health services are effective at
improving access to care for diverse populations, improving symptoms of specific mental health
disorders, lowering suicide risk, and bolstering academic success.
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Utilization of Services

Several studies provide strong evidence of the effectiveness of school-based mental health care for
improving access and utilization of services (Hodges, 2021; Stempel et al., 2019; Stuenkel et al.,
2023). A common theme emerged suggesting that school-based services dramatically increase
access and help-seeking, especially for students living in underserved communities, and these
results are attributed to the ways in which SBMH services and SBHCs reduce cost and
transportation barriers. Two reviews (Bains & Diallo, 2016; Werlen et al., 2020) and one process
evaluation (Ambrose et al., 2013) found that school-based mental health services improve
accessibility to mental health care and that most K-12 students reported they would not otherwise
seek services outside of the school. Adolescents reported they were 21 times more likely to use
SBHCs for mental health care services versus community-based clinics reporting that they valued
the services because they were accessible and trusted the providers (Bains & Diallo, 2016).
Adolescents who had suicidal ideation were more likely to have seen a therapist through the clinics
and, in one clinic, 80% of the visits were comprised of students who had suicidal ideation (Bains
& Diallo, 2016).

Mental Health Disorders

The Arora et al. (2019) systematic review of MTSS based depression interventions found 57
programs among 119 studies that showed tier one interventions had a 76.7% efficacy rate, with
effect sizes ranging from small to very large, tier two interventions were identified as 77.5%
effective with similar effect sizes, and lastly tier three interventions were 78.9% effective with
similar effect sizes as well. Age was found to be a predictor of efficacy with participants that were
older than thirteen showing better response to the intervention.

Beehler and colleagues (2012) conducted a collaborative study of Cultural Adjustment and
Trauma Services (CATS), a comprehensive, school-based mental health program for traumatized
immigrant children and adolescents. This program was an interagency collaboration between a
community agency and a local school district, with funding put forth by the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration. Program effectiveness was assessed by testing whether
client functioning, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms improved as a result of
seven separate service elements. Results indicated greater quantities of cognitive-behavior therapy
and supportive therapy increased functioning, while greater quantities of coordinating services
decreased symptoms of PTSD. Similarly, Werner-Seidler and colleagues’ (2017) review and
metanalysis demonstrated the effectiveness of school-based mental health prevention programs at
improving symptoms of depression and anxiety in children and adolescents.

Academic Achievement

In a study of a school-based mental health program grounded in a systems of care framework,
students demonstrated significant improvements in both math and literacy scores over the course
of the school year, with average scores increasing each quarter (Swick & Powers, 2018). Students
in the sample were considered at-risk due to their mental health needs. The program also
demonstrated significant benefits for students classified as exceptional, who showed gains in math
and literacy over the school year. Together, these outcomes suggest that school-based mental
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health services that utilize an ecological framework, promote students' academic success,
emphasize early interventions, and strengthen students' psychological wellness. Such services
minimize school, community, and family adversity and maximize protective factors. They attend
to school and classroom ecologies that maximize students' engagement in classroom learning
(Gruber et al., 2023; Kang-Yi et al., 2013; Kronsberg & Bettencourt, 2020; Walker et al., 2010).

Other studies focused on the effects of specific diagnoses or treatment modalities within
SBMH frameworks. Findings suggest that targeted, or tier two interventions are generally effective
at improving symptoms of depression and anxiety and reducing suicide risk among adolescents
(Paschall & Bersamin, 2018; Zhang et al., 2023). In addition to reducing aggression and violence
victimization in middle school (Morgan-Lopez et al., 2020). A handful of other studies and
program evaluations of SBMH services also suggest good evidence of its effectiveness to support
student retention, improve attendance, reduce academic and behavioral referrals, and improve
reading outcomes (Gruber et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2010; Wegman et al., 2017; Whitaker et al.,
2018). Sanchez and colleagues (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of the effectiveness of school-
based mental health services for elementary aged children and found that, overall, school-based
services demonstrated a small-to-medium effect in decreasing mental health problems with the
largest effects found for targeted intervention. Strong effects were found for mental health services
integrated into classroom instruction, those targeting externalizing problems, those incorporating
contingency management, and those implemented multiple times per week.

Positive outcomes in effective MTSS models were facilitated through programs like the
Comprehensive Behavioral Health Model (Battal, 2020), the Multitiered System of Mental Health
Support (Hoover & Bostic, 2021), and the Comprehensive School Mental Health system (Hoover
etal., 2019). Results from a study on the Comprehensive Behavioral Health Model showed that at
risk students such as those with internalizing behaviors and a demonstrated level of risk had
improved outcomes (Battal, 2020). Other data from the Multitiered System of Mental Health
Support showed improved psychosocial functioning, improved academics, and a reduction in
outcomes like school failure and mental illness (Hoover & Bostic, 2021). Hoover and colleagues
(2019) reported on nationwide SBMH provision best practices. They found effective programs
showed improvements in attendance, academic success, school climate, school safety, social and
emotional behavioral functioning, and a reduction in exclusionary discipline practices. Other
studies demonstrated the effectiveness of school-based mental health services in reducing
aggression and violence in middle schoolers (Morgan-Lopez et al., 2020) and improving student
attendance (Gruber et al., 2023). However, Hoagwood and colleagues’ (2007) review emphasizes
the dearth of school-based mental health outcome research and the ongoing need to assess
educational outcomes associated with such services.

Barriers

Barriers and facilitators to implementation were documented as part of many research studies
seeking to expand and enhance school-based mental health services (Atkins et al., 2003; Ambrose
et al., 2013; Borntrager & Lyon, 2015; Doll et al., 2017; Langley et al., 2010; Powers et al., 2013;
Swick & Powers, 2018; Weist & Christodulu, 2000). Challenges remain in implementing SBMH
services. Stigma surrounding mental health as well as a distrust of mental health professionals
from historically marginalized groups persists. It is important to engage in positive relationships
with families to enable trust and work towards the specific needs of each student. Ensuring privacy
is a key component to maintaining trust and protecting sensitive student information. Continuous
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and transparent progress monitoring help all involved parties understand student needs and work
towards a shared goal. Moving forward, graduate training programs that embody cultural humility,
community engagement, and a dual-factor model of mental health are recommended to meet the
disparities that exist within communities across the country. Disparities in the implementation of
SBMH support acutely impact mid-high poverty schools, rural schools, and elementary schools.
Training school staff to effectively identify and intervene with students experiencing behavioral
health problems is a continued challenge. Promoting mental health awareness through teacher
training and school programming reduces stigma as well as punitive punishment measures, while
supporting and improving school climate. Creating a supportive community network within the
school and between the community is an important way to build trust and raise awareness about
mental health.

Workforce shortages are a continued issue that result in less access to SBMH care services,
thus building staff capacity is an avenue for ensuring provision. Building staff capacity includes
creating sustainable funding streams for continued SBMH provider employment. It also involves
adhering to the most effective roles and functions of providers. When providers are tasked with
non-mental health related duties, staff capacity for addressing mental health issues is diminished.
Working to coordinate and align the expertise of different SBMH providers is essential for
optimizing service provision. When internal staff capacity needs are not met, schools can partner
with local community agencies, academic institutions, or local government institutions to maintain
a continuum of support for families. Academic partnerships offer service-learning opportunities
for students in training, continuous evaluation and progress monitoring, implementation of
evidence-based practices while facilitating systemic initiatives that promote health in the schools
and communities.

Discussion
Summary of Findings

Three consistent themes emerged from this review: the variety of ways SBMH services are
implemented, the importance of cultural and contextual considerations within the models, and
limited findings from research on school-based mental health outcomes. The criticality of cultural
and contextual factors within interventions is especially noteworthy. Contextual factors like high
poverty account for different stressors like exposure to community violence, high teacher turnover,
food instability, employment instability, and housing instability. Thus, school-based mental health
interventions and services need to be tailored to environments the students are navigating. Rural
communities continue to face barriers to mental health care due to provider shortages and stigma
associated with mental illness, and school-based services are often the only point of access for
these families (Smith-Ramey et al., 2023). The needs of specific cultural groups such as immigrant
and BIPOC students also appeared in multiple articles, explaining the unique acculturative
stressors that they face (Gaias et al., 2022; Planey et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2002). Mental health
supports for immigrant children and other ethnic minority groups are crucial for promoting
bicultural adjustment and attachment in host schools; and, in alignment with an ecological
perspective, factors within the school can positively shape the formation of self- esteem,
personality, adaptive coping mechanisms, and ultimately mental health (Gonzalez-Ramos &
Gonzalez, 2013).
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Strategies for implementing SBMH programs can create equity and promote a broader
reach. For example, implementation strategies can be tailored to the context which can enhance
equity, improve the fit of the intervention in the context, and reduce outcome disparities (Gaias et
al., 2022). Interagency partnerships are key for facilitating SBMH services. They can be tailored
to need and effectively provide a continuum of services for students, they enable authentic
practicum experiences for master’s and doctoral level SBMH providers in training (Doll et al.,
2017; Eklund et al., 2013; Storey et al., 2023), and they are an important avenue to diversify
funding streams that sustain programs (Choi et al., 2022; Heinrich et al., 2023; Kang-Yi et al.
2023; Skaar et al., 2021).

Lastly, this review highlights strong but limited evidence of the effectiveness of school-
based mental health services at supporting important student outcomes. This includes studies
exploring the effects of school-based mental health interventions on outcomes ranging from
suicide risk to reading and literacy (Hoagwood et al., 2007; Walker et al., 2010; Wegmann et al.,
2017). Such outcomes are crucial, not only for the lives of those impacted by the need for mental
health care access, but for building the evidentiary base for school-based services. Research that
measures specific outcomes is crucial for driving data-based decision making and implementing
best practices that are evidence-based.

Policy Implications for School-Based Mental Health Programs

Given that schools serve as a primary context for prevention and early intervention, policy
frameworks must prioritize equitable access, interprofessional collaboration, and long-term
funding to strengthen the mental health infrastructure within educational settings.

Integrating Mental Health into Educational Policy

A central policy implication involves embedding mental health into the broader educational
accountability framework. Federal legislation such as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA,
2015) emphasizes academic outcomes but offers limited explicit guidance regarding social-
emotional and mental health supports. Policymakers could strengthen ESSA implementation by
requiring states to include school climate and mental health indicators in accountability systems,
thereby incentivizing local education agencies to invest in evidence-based SBMH initiatives
(Perkins, 2025). Additionally, integration with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA, 1975) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) can ensure that students with
neurodevelopmental disabilities and emotional and behavioral challenges receive appropriate
accommodations and services.

Funding and Sustainability

Sustainable funding remains one of the most significant barriers to effective SBMH
implementation. Although short-term grants from federal or philanthropic sources (e.g., Project
AWARE, SAMHSA) have expanded mental health services in some districts, these programs often
lack mechanisms for long-term sustainability (Green et al., 2013). Policy reform should include
dedicated federal and state funding streams for comprehensive mental health programs,
comparable to those supporting academic interventions. Embedding mental health expenditures
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within state education budgets or Medicaid reimbursement systems would enhance stability and
reduce inequities across districts, particularly those serving high-poverty and rural populations.

Workforce Development and Interprofessional Collaboration

Policy action is also required to address workforce shortages and improve interdisciplinary
collaboration. Many schools operate with counselor-to-student ratios far exceeding the American
School Counselor Association’s (ASCA, 2025) recommended 250:1 ratio. Federal and state
initiatives could incentivize the recruitment and retention of qualified school counselors,
psychologists, and social workers through tuition assistance, loan forgiveness, and residency
programs. Furthermore, policies promoting integrated service delivery—Ilinking schools with
community-based mental health providers—would foster continuity of care and mitigate service
fragmentation (Weist et al., 2020).

Equity and Access Considerations

Equity must be central to SBMH policy development. Students of color, those living in poverty,
and those in rural or under-resourced districts disproportionately lack access to culturally
responsive and linguistically appropriate services (Castro-Olivo, 2017). Policies should require the
use of culturally informed assessment tools, family engagement strategies, and staff training in
anti-racist and trauma-informed practices. Additionally, funding formulas could be revised to
prioritize schools serving historically marginalized populations to ensure equitable mental health
support across communities.

Evaluation

Finally, policy frameworks must include mechanisms for ongoing evaluation and accountability.
States and districts should be required to collect and report data on student mental health outcomes,
service utilization, and program effectiveness, disaggregated by demographic variables. Such data
systems would enable continuous improvement, support transparency, and ensure that investments

in mental health yield measurable outcomes for student well-being and learning (Bohnenkamp et
al., 2023).

Implications for International Contexts

Although this review focused on school-based mental health (SBMH) implementation within the
United States, the findings have several important implications for international contexts. Across
countries, schools represent one of the most accessible and equitable settings for delivering mental
health supports to children and adolescents, particularly in regions where community mental health
infrastructure is limited (Margaretha et al., 2023). The variation in implementation approaches
identified in this review suggests that SBMH models may be most effective when they are adapted
to align with local educational systems, cultural norms regarding mental health, and available
workforce capacity.

International applications should consider how cultural beliefs about mental health, help-
seeking behaviors, family involvement, and stigma may influence service utilization and
effectiveness. Programs developed in U.S. contexts may require adaptation to reflect local
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languages, culturally grounded understandings of wellbeing, and community priorities. This is
particularly important in low- and middle-income countries, where westernized mental health
frameworks may not fully align with indigenous or community-based conceptualizations of
wellness.

The review also underscores the importance of flexible service delivery models. The three
primary approaches identified in the literature suggest that there is no single “best” model; rather,
effectiveness depends on how well services fit within existing school structures and resources. In
international settings, this may involve task-shifting approaches (e.g., training teachers or
paraprofessionals to provide Tier 1 and Tier 2 supports), partnerships with community
organizations, or integration with public health initiatives. Such flexibility may be especially
important in countries facing shortages of trained school psychologists or counselors.

Third, the implementation factors identified in this review, including interdisciplinary
collaboration, leadership support, sustainable funding, and ongoing professional development,
appear highly transferable to international SBMH efforts. However, policymakers and
practitioners outside the U.S. may need to consider how differences in governance structures,
funding mechanisms, and educational policy environments affect feasibility. For example,
countries with centralized education systems may be able to scale SBMH more rapidly through
national policy initiatives, whereas decentralized systems may require more localized
implementation strategies.

Finally, this review points to the need for more cross-national SBMH research to better
understand how implementation strategies function across diverse sociocultural and economic
contexts. Future research would benefit from comparative international studies that examine how
similar SBMH frameworks are adapted across countries, as well as research emerging from the
Global South, which remains underrepresented in the literature. Such work could contribute to the
development of more globally relevant implementation frameworks and promote bidirectional
learning between U.S. and international SBMH efforts.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this review. First, the
inclusion criteria limited articles to those published in the United States, which may restrict the
generalizability of findings to international contexts or educational systems with different policy,
funding, and service delivery structures. Second, as an integrative review of existing literature, the
findings are dependent on the methodological quality and reporting practices of the included
studies, which varied considerably in design, implementation detail, and outcome measurement.
This variability may limit the ability to draw definitive conclusions about the comparative
effectiveness of specific SBMH models. Additionally, publication bias may be present, as studies
reporting positive outcomes or successful implementation efforts are more likely to be published
than those describing null findings or implementation challenges. Finally, although efforts were
made to systematically categorize implementation approaches and key factors, differences in
terminology and conceptual definitions across disciplines may have resulted in some overlap or
ambiguity in how models and strategies were classified. Future research using more standardized
implementation frameworks and reporting guidelines would strengthen the comparability of
SBMH research

Conclusion
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In summary, advancing equitable, sustainable school-based mental health systems requires a
coordinated policy approach that integrates funding, workforce development, equity, and
accountability. By embedding mental health within the educational policy infrastructure, federal
and state agencies can ensure that all students have access to the supports necessary for both
academic success and psychological well-being.
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The intent of educational policy is to improve student outcomes. This study
illustrates the challenges and opportunities experienced by school counselors and
school leaders as they implement the amended New York State School Counseling
Regulations effective 2019. The qualitative study further explores the differing
perspectives voiced by counselors and school leaders concerning their ability to
fulfill the policy mandates and reveals the implementation process at the building
level. Focus group questions used in the investigation were based on a previous
mixed-methods study and identified themes including role confusion,
administrative expectations, contributions to the school environment, and essential
resources. Research findings may be applicable across many locations and suggest
that communication and leadership are essential for implementing policy changes
with fidelity to develop shared understandings of regulatory intentions, diminish
role confusion, and increase equitable access to school counseling programs,
ultimately resulting in greater student success.
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Introduction

Policies and regulations at the state level are major factors affecting school counseling practice
(Martin, et al., 2015); unlike other countries, the federal government in the United States exerts
little influence (Martin et al., 2015; Popov & Spasenovic, 2020).

Gaps continue to persist between the ideal conceptualization of the school counselor role
as represented by the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) and practice as reported
from the field (Shimoni & Greenberger, 2018). Differences in views of school counselor roles
between counselors and school leaders may reflect their professional responsibilities, with
counselors focusing on child development and school leaders taking a holistic view of
organizational structures and processes (Yavuz et al., 2017). Efforts at reducing “role ambiguity”
(i.e., differences in role expectations between counselors, school administrators, and stakeholders)
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of Technology, College of Arts and Sciences, 26 W. 61 Street, New York, NY 10019. Email:
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target changing the perceptions of school leaders and convincing them of the value of supporting
the adoption of comprehensive models of practice, such as the ASCA National Model: A
Framework for School Counseling (2019) that require a broad counselor role (Morshed & Carey,
2020).

Many U.S. state departments of education seek to align school counseling with the ASCA
National Model (2003, 2005, 2012, 2019); for example, recent mandates in New York (2017),
Arkansas (2019), Delaware (2019), Connecticut (2020), Georgia (2022), and West Virginia (2024)
have changed the landscape of practice and require the delivery of a comprehensive program.
Nevertheless, there is considerable variation from state to state (Savitz-Romer et al., 2024). Some
state departments of education also are proposing substantive changes in the delivery of school
counselor programs and services, which may enlarge (New Jersey, 2024) or constrict the scope of
practice (Florida, 2024; Indiana, 2023; Texas, 2024) by pruning “extraneous” components of the
school counselor’s role (Fan et al., 2019).

Since the last regulatory updates in 1978, the New York State Education Department
(NYSED) relied on school counselor goodwill and local district oversight to provide services and
supports as loosely outlined in Commissioner’s Regulation, Part 100.2. In 2013, NYSED senior
administrators proposed a revision in the scope of practice of school counselors and school
counseling programs. New York State was moving into the 215 century!

The revision process included three years of exploration and research and engaged
hundreds of state and national leaders as well as the New York State School Counselor Association
(NYSSCA). This was followed by two additional years of committee work and legal department
oversight, resulting in the approval of these amended regulations effective July 1, 2019, requiring
the implementation of a comprehensive standards-based school counseling program in every
school building across NYS. “The purpose of these [school counseling] services is to help students
access their education by removing barriers to learning” (NYSED, 2018, p 11). This was the first
major overhaul of the school counseling role, scope of practice, and educational requirements in
New York State in more than 40 years.

A related mixed-methods study (Cinotti, 2022) revealed themes including role confusion,
administrative expectations, contributions to the school environment, and essential resources.
These themes formed the foundation for this qualitative analysis of the lived experiences of school
counselors and school leaders and the discussion of what is needed to implement policy at the
school and district level.

Review of Literature
Previous research continues to inform studies of the school counselor role (Fan et al., 2019),
commitment to leadership and advocacy (ASCA, 2023), contributions to student and school
success (Fallon et al., 2023), policy mandates, and resources needed to support students (Mullen
et al., 2021). These ongoing concerns persist and influence the scope of practice of contemporary
school counselors which is the basis for this qualitative investigation.

Role Confusion and Ambiguity

For years, the profession has called for a shift in school counselor role from service provider to
one of promoting optimal achievement for all students (Dahir & Stone, 2007; Dahir et al., 2015;
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Tang & Erford, 2010). School counselors have gained more respect when they are seen as essential
to student well-being and achievement (Lauterbach et al., 2018; Mau et al., 2016).

“School counselors’ efforts to promote awareness and support for their professional role”
(Cigrand et al., 2015, p.10) are essential if their scope of practice is to be readily understood and
accepted. When school counselors experience role confusion, they may not be able to practice as
they would choose to do (Olsen et al., 2023), as they were trained (Cinotti & Springer, 2016), or
as now they are expected to do.

Advocacy

A clear professional identity in school counseling is the foundation for professional advocacy
(Cinotti, 2014; Gibson et al., 2012; Havlik et al., 2018). School counselor advocacy includes
supporting students on an as-needed basis; ensuring that every student benefits from a program
that emphasizes academic, career and college, and social-emotional developmental growth and
learning; and, assuring that school district policies and practices fairly and equitably provide
educational opportunity to every student. School counselors use of advocacy is aligned with the
social justice movement (McMahon et al., 2009) and with the need to engage in anti-racist school
counseling practices (Beasley & leva, 2022). Prior to NYSED’s implementation of the amended
school counseling regulations in 2019 and continuing to this day, advocacy for equity and the
importance for the contemporary role of the school counselor continues to be an ongoing
challenge.

Leadership

School counselors are key contributors to improving the conditions under which students learn
(ASCA, 2019; Stone, 2022). Serving in a leadership role allows the school counselor to participate
fully as an integral part of the mission and vision of the school by supporting each student’s
success. Leadership is a powerful way to influence both the internal school community and the
larger external community. These collaborations can break down institutional and environmental
barriers to create the conditions that help students realize the potential of their lives (Merlin-
Knoblich & Chen, 2018; Mullen et al., 2019).

While school counselor leadership differs from school building leadership, equity is a
common bond. Leadership is essential to build a school culture that guarantees equitable positive
outcomes for all students (Achievement Network, 2018). School counselors have the ability to
utilize leadership skills to initiate these important conversations with their administrators and
discuss areas that remain a challenge as new regulatory expectations are implemented.

Policy Mandate Impressions

School leaders serve as intermediaries in the process of moving policy from the statehouse to the
schoolhouse: they have great power to shape the way in which school staff understand, interpret,
and act upon mandates (Bayeni & Bhengu, 2018; Stosich, 2017). In their leadership roles, they
determine how to manage mandates that compete for time and resources (Watkins et al., 2021).
Clarity about policy is essential for both school leaders and school counselors; their understanding
of the pivotal role school counseling programs play in improving student outcomes is paramount
(Rutledge et al., 2023).
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Prior studies revealed principals and other school leaders had little to no exposure to the
ASCA National Model or training in how to help counselors implement the model (Bardhoshi &
Duncan, 2009; Fitch et al., 2001; Kirchner & Setchfield, 2005, Lowery et al., 2018). Thus, there
remains a lack of research identifying the applications of policy and the expectations of educational
leaders and school counselors.

Impact on Students

Using data-driven practice helps school counselors inform school counseling programs as well as
understand which groups of students are not effectively served in their school system (Chandler et
al., 2018). The relationship between school counselors and building leaders points to the need for
improved understanding and mutual collaboration (Lowery et al., 2018; Yavuz et al., 2017) to
foster positive school change and achieve more successful academic outcomes for students.

Research shows that improvement in both social-emotional learning and cognitive-learning
outcomes is possible when school counselors deliver direct counseling services within the
classroom or small-group setting (Lemberger et al., 2018). When school counselors support more
college readiness efforts, data show that students benefit beyond high school (Jones et al., 2019).
Regulatory revisions in many states may include specific goals, yet there is a lack of research to
address and analyze their impact on school counselors, students, and schools.

Essential Resources and Supports

What resources and supports are essential to serve students as required by expanded expectations?
Administrators provide teachers with an appropriate schedule, necessary materials, and access to
students. School counselors need the same.

Schools in historically marginalized areas with limited resources often assign school
counselors tasks (e.g., bus duty, substitute teaching, test administration) that are not aligned with
recommended best practices by ASCA (Geesa et al., 2022). According to Fye et al. (2018), the
amount of time spent on non-counseling duties, perceived principal support, and principal
understanding of appropriate school counselor roles were statistically significant predictor
variables for school counselors’ ability to implement the ASCA National Model.

Purpose of the Study

This phenomenological study analyzes the lived experiences of school counselors and school
leaders in New York State as they implement amended regulations that require the delivery of a
comprehensive school counseling program. The study explores their perspectives concerning
the mandated changes and examines how new policy regulations are implemented at the school
level.

Two research questions guided this study: (a) what are the lived experiences of the school
counselors and school leaders in implementing the NYSED amended updated policy? (b) what are
the challenges and the opportunities expressed by study participants to fulfill the regulatory
requirements?

Systems Theory Framework
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The study recognizes the inherent challenge of implementing policy with fidelity in educational
settings (Viennet & Pont, 2017). Systems theory is fitting as the framework for this study as it
reflects the understanding of the interrelatedness of various parts of a system and the reliance of
all these varying parts to work together to achieve a common goal (Post, 2022). Systems theory
has been used in varying contexts including management, psychology, and decision-making
models (Post, 2022). Research suggests that a systems approach to school improvement increases
the likelihood of policy reform success and positive student outcomes, while an incoherent or
isolated approach can hinder improvement (Norqvist & Arlestig, 2021; Sanders, 2014).

A principle of systems theory is that an institution’s success depends on the
synchronization of all its components. In this study, systems theory provides a foundation for
understanding relationships between policy development at the state education department
(NYSED) and implementation at the school level, where beliefs and actions by school leaders,
school counselors could support or hinder the statewide school counseling improvement efforts.
Utilizing a systems approach can lead to a more nuanced understanding of the role of state policy
in shaping school improvement initiatives, in this case, changes to school counseling, and
achieving higher levels of impact across component school districts (Cohen, et al., 2020; Viennet
& Pont, 2017).

Methodology

The study uses a descriptive phenomenology approach. Descriptive phenomenology seeks to
provide accounts of subjects’ lived experiences, that is, “what it is like for a person or a group of
people to experience a particular phenomenon” (Matua & Wabhl, 2015, p. 26). The methodology
traces its origins to the philosophical movement of phenomenology, which focuses attention on
the way humans understand their experience from a first-person perspective (Husserl, 2001; Smith,
2018).

Focusing on the subject’s interpretation of experience in-the-moment provides insight into
how people are constructing the meaning of their environment and their interactions with others.
“At its root, the intent is to understand the phenomena in their own terms—to provide a description
of human experience as it is experienced by the person herself” (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 96). A
phenomenological approach is appropriate for the study as it allows school counselors and school
leaders to articulate their own understandings of the experience of implementing new policy
directives. The comments of participants, in turn, provide data for analysis and the identification
of patterns.

Participants

The researchers used a purposeful sampling strategy to recruit study participants. Four hundred
thirty-five individuals who participated in a previous mixed-method survey (Cinotti et al., 2022)
were invited to participate in focus groups to further explore their responses. Forty participants
indicated their interest in participating in a Zoom focus group interview, and twenty-three followed
through.

The researchers created three focus groups; participants were asked to select one of three
dates to participate in the study, and the groups were created and organized based on their
availability. Group one consisted of eight participants; group two had six participants; and group
three had nine participants. Focus group participants identified as assistant principals, directors of
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school counseling, and school counselors employed in public and private schools in the State of
New York. Participants’ information is provided below in Table 1.

Table 1

Participants’ Information
School Level School Position Number of Participants
Elementary School Counselor 4
Middle School School Counselor 3
Elementary + Middle Director of Guidance 1
High School School Counselor 12
District Director of Guidance 1
Administrator Assistant Principal 2
Total (N =23)

Data Collection

Data were collected through these three focus groups, which are well established components of
qualitative research methods to provide insights into participants’ perceptions and personal
experiences with a particular phenomenon (Amir et al., 2024; Love & Davis, 2020) and allow for
multiple voices in the same space. They are advantageous in phenomenological study because
group conversations often generate more in-depth personal reflections on experiences than
individual interviews (Palmer et al., 2010).

Themes that emerged from a previous study (Cinotti et al., 2022) served as the basis for
the semi-structured focus groups with four key questions: 1) How do you perceive that the
amended regulations affect the role and scope of practice of school counselors and the school
counseling program? 2) How do the amended regulations contribute to the overall well-being of
the school environment (academic and social-emotional development, college and career
readiness, culture, climate, etc.)? 3) How have the amended regulations impacted the expectations
of both school counselors and building leaders? 4) What resources have you identified to support
your school counseling program?

Each researcher led one of the three focus groups, with each session lasting approximately
60 minutes. Participants granted permission to record the sessions through Zoom and removed
identifiers including their personal and institution names. The researchers used Zoom recording to
transcribe the focus groups and double checked the transcriptions for accuracy.

Researchers’ Positionality

The research team consisted of two female faculty members in counselor education and one male
faculty member in educational leadership. Two of the investigators have experience as school
counselors in public schools: one in the United States, and one internationally. One author has
extensive experience in educational leadership in both P-12 education and higher education. Two
authors have conducted research concerning related topics for more than a decade.
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The researchers recognized difficulties in fully controlling biases due to personal
backgrounds, education training, and work experiences. Consistent with the descriptive
phenomenology process, the researchers continuously engaged in self-reflection, followed by
group dialogue to identify and examine personal biases to ensure that positionality did not
influence the research process. The researchers analyzed the data individually in the initial process,
then determined codes and themes together to reduce bias. They regularly consulted with each
other to address concerns and challenges.

Data Analysis

The researchers conducted thematic analysis by using the phenomenological reduction process
developed by Moustakas (1994). Thematic analysis is considered effective in qualitative research
as it enables a systemic approach to derive and code themes from the qualitative data (Creswell &
Béez, 2020).

To begin the phenomenological method of analysis, the researchers first examined their
own personal experiences and shared their perspectives of the amended school counseling
regulations to guard against imposing their own interpretations of subjects’ statements. This
process is called epoche and allows researchers to transcend any personal judgements regarding
the phenomenon being studied (Moustakas, 1994).

Second, the researchers horizontalized the data, treating each statement as equally
important; the researchers independently and then collectively read through the transcribed data to
become familiar with participants' comments. Third, the researchers engaged in identifying
meaning units, which include finding phrases and sentences conveying meaningful parts of
participants’ experiences. These meaning units were then transformed into more succinct and
descriptive statements that captured the essence of participants' experiences. These descriptive
statements were transferred to a spreadsheet to facilitate thematic analysis. Next, the researchers
looked for patterns and recurring themes to generate and cluster similar meaning units together for
a broader understanding of the participants' experiences. Finally, the researchers synthesized these
themes into a more comprehensive description of the phenomenon, highlighting the significant
meaning and structures derived from the data. The results were then shared with participants to
confirm accuracy of interpretation (Creswell & Baez, 2020). Participants agreed with identified
themes.

Trustworthiness

Credibility and confirmability are two ways qualitative researchers account for the trustworthiness
of the data findings. Credibility is defined as the demonstration of the connection between
participants' responses and the data findings. Confirmability is defined as the extent through which
researchers ensure true representation of participants' experiences and not their own biases or
preconceived notions in the data interpretation (Creswell & Béez, 2020). The spreadsheet served
as an audit trail and allowed the researchers to reach consensus when they initially presented
differing individual interpretations of the data.

The researchers conducted member checking (Creswell & Baez, 2020). Focus group
participants received an email and were given the opportunity to read the identified themes and
interpretation of findings to confirm the authenticity of the findings and to reduce biases (Sheperis
et al.,, 2017). As the participants agreed that the thematic findings satisfactorily captured their
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experiences with the implementation of the amended regulations, member checking served as a
form of confirmability.

In summary, this study examines the lived experiences of school counselors and school
leaders as they seek to implement the amended policies adapted by New York State for
implementation beginning in 2019. The researchers used the methodology of descriptive
phenomenology to gather and analyze participants’ perspectives. Two research questions guided
the study: (a) what are the lived experiences of the school counselors and school leaders in
implementing the NYSED amended updated policy? (b) what are the challenges and the
opportunities expressed by study participants to fulfill the regulatory requirements?

Findings

The study was guided by two research questions. The first question asked, what are the lived
experiences of the school counselors and school leaders in implementing the NYSED amended
updated policy? The second question asked, what are the challenges and the opportunities
expressed by study participants to fulfill the regulatory requirements?

The study’s findings are organized below in six themes that reflect participants’
experiences and challenges: role confusion and ambiguity, advocacy, leadership, essential
resources and supports, impact on students, and policy mandate impressions Two of the themes,
“role confusion and ambiguity” and “policy mandate impressions,” illuminate RQ1, as they
describe how participants’ work practices at the school level were affected by the amended
regulations. The remaining four themes, “advocacy,” “leadership,” “essential resources and
supports,” and “impact on students” connect to RQ2, as they relate the lived experiences of focus
group participants with broader systemic issues that reflect or require organizational responses.

Role confusion and ambiguity

The role of the school counselor is one that has been steeped in ambiguity since the inception of
the profession in the early 1900’s (Dahir, 2025). Several participants shared their hopes that the
amended regulations would bring more clarity.

One high school counselor commented, “The regulations made the social workers nervous
because they worried that school counselors would take their place. But the roles are not the same;
they work in conjunction. So, the mandate was valuable in stimulating dialogue about these roles.”
Another high school counselor reflected, “The regulations prevented school counselors from
having added duties---[they] defined roles. Counselors otherwise could have cafeteria duty or
proctoring.”

A district director stated, “So with these new regulations, we've tried to make a shift and
really have them [school counselors] focusing more on tier one interventions. But we're getting a
lot of pushbacks from the department, especially those that have been here a long time, wanting to
keep their role as is.”

A high school counselor expressed concerns regarding overlapping responsibilities. The
counselor remarked, “Social workers do the classroom work.” A different counselor noted, “The
regulations increased caseloads. A director concerned about persistent role confusion commented,
"But I don't know if there's a way to create more guidance from a higher level between what would
be an appropriate role for a school counselor versus a social worker versus a school psychologist."
A second district director offered, “I think it has helped to justify and clarify a little bit, the role.
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But again, the school counselors that have been here for a long time, they are veterans, and that
are used to the role being a certain way, and they're really struggling with making that shift.

Overall, participants revealed that the new regulations did not provide sufficient clarity
about the role of a school counselor. Some felt the mandate helped to clarify their role, while others
were left confused.

Policy Mandate Impressions

Participants considered the impact of the new state mandates on their districts, schools, and
themselves. A middle school assistant principal observed that the data collected because of the
new regulations “had more impact than we ever could say. The data that we got back from the
survey within our own population, not just our kids, but our parent community, was invaluable to
guiding where we've gone.”

In a similar vein, a high school counselor contributed, “The regulations have been
empowering because I'm able to say especially to my principal, “Look, this is something that
should be delivered to students and I believe strongly that we need to be able to be given the time
and resources to work with.” Participants also noted the mandate’s positive impact on staffing, “I
think the regs have helped because we were finally able to hire elementary school counselors.”
Another counselor added that their school’s new school “counseling/guidance plan” included the
innovation of including teachers in helping to address student needs.

Several comments cited the value of new initiatives while also recognizing that changes in
practice added pressure to the counselors’ jobs. For example, one counselor stated, “And so, I do
think it's partially self-inflicted. But I think it's us having higher expectations for how we want our
program to run.” A high school counselor similarly observed, “I do think we as counselors now
we’re putting almost more pressure on ourselves. I definitely agree with that because, again,
nothing has come off our plate. And now we have written regulations about what definitely should
be and what that might look like.”

Counselors criticized the regulations for their failure to place limits on caseloads. Viewing
the overall program impact, a high school counselor concluded, “[We] Can't provide holistic
services anymore, as students get funneled to social workers for crisis. We don’t know everything
that goes on with the students anymore.

In essence, participants shared mixed impressions of the mandate. Some school counselors
were able to use the regulations to their advantage, while others experienced them as added stress
to their workload.

Advocacy

Advocacy for the school counseling program is predicated on school counselor initiative. The
participants expressed different perspectives on how they “advocate” for their program. A high
school counselor shared, “I educate admins and the school board. I never have a counseling
advisory that my school board member and people in decision-making power can't make. A second
high counselor shared, “It has been empowering to point to the regulation and say [what] we should
be doing.” A different high school counselor observed, “Advocacy [is] very important. Make sure
everyone knows and understands, include them in the meetings.” Another high school counselor
shared, “In my district the only reason they have the knowledge of the change of regs is because
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of me. I've informed the superintendent and assistants of the changes, and these should be talked
about at that level and brought down to our level.”

An elementary school counselor made the important point, “We need to continue getting
info to admin for them to see it is not just a nice thing but a mandate.” Another participant reported
that the new regulations were “empowering” because they were able to use the stipulations to
explain to their principals why they needed additional time and resources to deliver certain
programs for students.

In summary, all participants agreed that advocacy played an important role in helping
school leaders understand the new regulations. Focus group participants used advocacy as a means
of providing information regarding the New York State mandate to those in leadership.

Leadership

Participants’ comments about school leadership’s roles and impact reflected a continuum of
perspectives. A high school counselor noted, “Our administrators are supportive. We’ve always
had an advisory [council].” Others expressed appreciation for the administration’s interest in
enhancing supervisory and clerical support for school counselors. As one counselor stated, “We
finally have a true director of counseling and mental health services, who is a school counselor,
[and] has that background.”

In contrast, most participant comments presented direct or implicit criticism of
administrator actions (or inaction) in connection with the state’s school counseling mandate. For
example, one focus group member remarked, “I don't even know if my administrators are really
aware of the new regs.” A middle school counselor noted that the administration was unaware of
the mandate, with the result that the school was “behind in implementation, with no advisory
council [as required by the regulations] and no director to advocate for the program.” Another high
school counselor emphasized the need for buy-in from school leaders in order to acquire resources.
A different high school counselor stated, “The administration does not seem to care.” Another
offered, “How school counselors are used depends on the administration. Everything can flow
downhill to the counseling office.”

School counselors described how they exercised leadership. A middle school counselor
concluded, “We are now more focused and come together to put plans together.” A high school
counselor explained, “I do think one of the positives is leading the advisory council (mandated).
We pick one thing to focus on with our advisory council because it is overwhelming and get good
feedback from the advisory council, even though it takes a lot of time to do it. Another counselor
revealed, “[There has been] lots of administrator turnover, so the school counselors used the
stipulation for the mandate to create their own unique plan.

In this theme, participants described varying levels of receptivity to the new regulations by
their school leaders. When school counselors had the support of leadership, implementation of the
regulations occurred more smoothly. The significance of leadership support was profound

Essential Resources and Supports
The majority of the school counselor participants agreed that they did not have adequate resources
to meet the new state school counseling regulations while some stated they received the necessary

resources to improve their programs and address student needs. Participants highlighted
inadequate clerical staffing and high counselor-to-student ratios.
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Participants shared that the increase in post COVID-19 mental health issues, the lack of
clerical support, and lack of leadership and qualified supervisors of school counseling programs
hindered the fulfillment of the regulations. A high school counselor shared, “So, I think reasonable
caseloads, enough clerical support, and having good leadership would help tremendously... having
a director of school counseling services especially given the mental health needs would all be
helpful [for regulation implementation].” A middle school counselor stated, “I think, in my district
we're kind of behind the times. We still don’t have any elementary school counselors and no
advisory. So, we don't really have a director of counseling who would kind of push this [mandate].”

A few shared that resources were added including school counselors, a director of guidance
and mental health, support staff, and special education teachers who deliver social and emotional
learning curricula. An assistant principal noted, “We added a secretarial position to support school
counselors,” and “the new state regulations were helpful in hiring support staff for the school
counselors and prevented them from having added duties. “

From participants’ accounts, access to resources and support drove the progress of
implementation of the new regulations. Some school counselors stated that the regulations
provided opportunities to acquire resources, while others noted a lack of resources available for
mandate implementation.

Impact on Students

This theme highlighted how the amended regulations ensured that students have equitable access
to programs and services. Some counselors expressed their gratitude for the regulations because
more school counselors were then hired to address the social and emotional needs of elementary
students. An elementary school counselor stated, “Our students in K-5 get programming now at
least 10 to 12 weeks of counseling [activities].” Another school counselor saw the mandate’s
impact as a mixed blessing, with the hiring of an elementary counselor even though one counselor
was hired for all three buildings.

School counselors appreciated the intentionality of collaborative opportunities between
teachers and school counselors to develop and strengthen the now required school counseling
curriculum. An elementary school counselor observed, “[The] curriculum maps include school
counseling activities.” The maps could be used as a guide to deliver the lessons based upon goals
and objectives for students.

The majority of participants’ remarks indicated that the new regulations had a positive
impact including increasing additional social-emotional support for students and higher levels of
collaboration with teachers.

Overall, findings provide evidence of disconnects between the goals presented in the
amended New York State regulations and the experiences of school counselors and school leaders
at the school level (RQ1). Focus group participants cited varying understandings of the regulations
and their impact on practice. Some participants also stated that the amended regulations provided
valuable insights, while others saw opportunities for new initiatives. The majority expressed
concern about obstacles to fulfilling the requirements of implementing the regulations and their
roles (RQ2).

Limitations
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Several limitations arising from the study should be noted. The sample used in the study involved
respondents from only one state. As such, results may not be generalizable to other states in the
US, school counselors who work abroad, or in other nations that have school counselors in practice.
Participants also varied in terms of school levels and positions; the majority of participants
represented high schools, while only four represented school leadership. In addition, several
limitations are associated with focus group research including semantic ambiguity, reticence of
focus group participants to offer comments contrary to what is perceived as “agreed upon
information,” and time pressures that may constrain the full explanation of ideas (Acocella, 2012).
Participant responses may have also been affected by facilitator dispositions, style, and skill (Shaha
et al., 2011). In this study, each researcher served as facilitator for one of the sessions.

Discussion

Responses from this sample of school counselors and school leaders provided evidence that full
implementation of the amended regulations for school counseling practice remains in varying
stages of development. NYSED expected initiation to begin during the 2019-20 school year across
New York State and during the 2020-21 school year in New York City. Participants’ comments
revealed differing understandings of desired policy outcomes, unrealistic expectations, and
frustration with the limited resources and the varying degree of administrative support provided.

Participants also shared concerns regarding the residual effects of the pandemic that
continue to impact students’ mental health and divert attention from the amended regulations’
broader, long-term goals. Discussion of role and role ambiguity took center stage as well:
respondents described concerns about potential overlap with—or replacement by—school social
workers and the responsibilities assigned to each role.

School counselors believed that their advocacy helped other stakeholders become aware of
the amended regulations and this was the primary reason school leaders and boards of education
knew about the changes initiated by NYSED. Some school counselors took the initiative to inform
administrators and boards of education about their work and the state mandate for school
counseling programs. One remarked that they used their role in communicating this information
as leverage in their efforts to secure resources and deliver programming. However, not all
participants assumed a leadership role, which contributed to a lack of awareness on the part of
some school leaders.

Many participants placed strong emphasis on the technical aspects of mandate
implementation. Respondents cited increased paperwork, caseload concerns, and personnel
increases or decreases in their responses to questions about the impact of the regulations.

While considerable discussion and involvement of stakeholders preceded amended regulation
design and adoption, implementation at the district and school levels occurs with minimal
oversight from the State Education Department.

Although focus group participants cited a collaborative role for teachers in the school
counseling curriculum design and delivery, some respondents concluded that the amended
regulations had either a negative or little impact. While the regulations themselves require an
annual program outcome report (NYSED, 2018), a participant characterized this as only a
formality, stating, “No one from NYSED is reviewing district and building plans, or asking for
annual updates or outcomes.”

Overall, the statements of focus group participants reveal the complexity involved in
implementing statewide school counseling policy. Participants’ comments demonstrate that
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implementation at the school level is not linear; variations occurred from site-to-site and
acknowledge that social and human phenomena are complex and interconnected. Contributions
from each focus group member, whether a school counselor or school leader, reflected their lived
school based experiences, rather than a uniform set of circumstances.

Recommendations

What efforts are necessary to move policy into practice in a meaningful way? Attention first should
be directed toward the NYSED, the originator of the revised policy. Absence of statewide
oversight was a common theme from focus group participants. Infrequent communication to
administrators from NYSED may have contributed to a lack of understanding and commitment on
the part of school leadership. As a result, communication regarding the legislated changes to school
administrators rested heavily on the shoulders of the school counselors (Feirsen, 2021; Geesa et
al., 2022).

One focus group member described how school counselors developed their own
implementation plans with the understanding that supervision and meaningful regulatory oversight
would not be forthcoming by NYSED; others concluded that accountability for mandate
implementation was minimal. Had schools been subject to implementation audits, greater
alignment with expected practices might have emerged. While auditing every school would require
an inordinate commitment of resources, the specter of a full state audit with consequences for
noncompliance would render it more likely that schools and school districts would recognize that
they are accountable for designing and operationalizing the various components of the
expectations of the policy changes.

Dedicating a portion of the NYSED website would increase the visibility of the amended
regulations. As a complementary and essential additional step, NYSED should continue its work
with the New York State School Counselor Association (NYSSCA) as well as the regional Board
of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) to present a series of professional development
experiences. These sessions should focus on the amended regulations and the practices of
comprehensive school counseling and should require attendance by building teams that include
school leaders and school counselors. All participants would then receive consistent messages
from well-informed sources regarding the specific provisions of the regulations.

Sessions would support school teams as they construct comprehensive programs focused
on identified student outcomes and school improvement goals. The results could promote higher
levels of uniformity throughout the state as well as a sustained focus at the school level, where the
intermediary role of the building leader is key to achieving school change (Stosich, 2017).
BOCES professional development sessions would also foster collaborative relationships between
school counselors and school administrators, an essential ingredient for program success (College
Board, 2021). Shared professional development experiences would similarly cement ties that build
social capital (Cinotti, et al., 2022) which, in turn, would enable them to align school improvement
visions (Odegard-Koester & Watkins, 2016; Rock et al., 2017) that address the goal of providing
equitable educational opportunities for all students.

School counselors constituted the overwhelming majority of participants in the focus
groups, and they often cited a lack of school leader interest or knowledge about the amended state
regulations. Comments about school leadership—or the lack of it—may have great importance, as
research suggests that administrators play a pivotal role in the success of school improvement
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efforts (Donaldson et al., 2021; Grissom et al., 2021; Parker et al., 2022), including the successful
implementation of comprehensive school counseling programs (Kruczek et al., 2022).

Absent school leader understanding of—and/or interest in—policy details and their own
accountability for results, implementation may deviate significantly from policy design (Cohen et
al., 2020). Relationships with school leaders have a significant influence on counselors’ roles and
positioning in schools, and therefore on their effectiveness in international settings as well
(Harrison et al., 2023).

Research suggests these deviations can increase or decrease the likelihood that a given
policy will achieve its desired outcomes, as principals take systematic “strategic policy actions"
(Cohen et al., 2020, p. 138) that either advance or constrain their schools’ capacity for change.
As an example, the perceived lack of principal engagement may have encouraged some school
counselors to focus on paperwork and such other forms of technical compliance with the
regulations as the annual Individual Progress Review, thereby diverting attention from the equity-
oriented broad goal of ensuring that every student receives the benefits of a comprehensive school
counseling program. Similarly, administrators’ lack of understanding or interest may have also
resulted in the assignment of quasi-administrative or clerical duties that limit the availability of
counselors for direct services to students (Dahir et al., 2019). Conversations about role ambiguity,
school counselor-student ratio, and workload have been hot topics in the profession for decades
(McGowan, 2021).

School counselors employed in international settings such as embassy and U.S.

schools face similar concerns identified in this study’s findings (Dose et al., 2022; Kakar &
Oberoi, 2016; Langston & Van Gordon, 2024). These difficulties include concerns related to
broader systemic issues that reflect or require organizational responses, including school
counselor-principal collaboration. In summary, the lack of specific job descriptions, ambiguous
role expectations, and policy impact were reported as challenges in both the New York and
international settings (Langston & Van Gordon, 2024).

Additional connections between policy and practice have been experienced by DoDEA
school counselors, who work at a multitude of international settings, and must now address the
effects of recent Executive Orders (EO) which hinder their ability to serve students ethically and
raise legal compliance questions.

The conflict between a personal values and mandated policies are a common concern that
school counselors experience (Thomas & Dey, 2020). Countries including the Philippines
(Hocson, et al., 2024; Karaman, 2025), Jamaica (Morris, 2024), and Turkey (Yavuz, et al., 2017)
all have policies governing school counseling credentialing as well as the scope of practice, and
counselors there face similar situations to those cited above.

Additionally, it is important for school counselors themselves, as the professionals most
closely affected by the amended policy, to take a strong, intentional stance to advocate for the
adoption of the comprehensive school counseling program articulated in the amended regulations.
Advocacy would help ensure that implementation with fidelity remains a priority and equitable
access to comprehensive school counseling programs is accepted as a core belief.

Conclusions
Focus group responses confirm the great distance between policy as intended and policy as

interpreted from district to district as well as at the school building level. As systems theory
suggests, legislating educational practice through state regulations is not, by itself, a sufficient
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strategy to institute program changes (Moran et al., 2022); it does not consider the organization of
P-12 education as an entity with many components and therefore, the potential for structures and
processes to stray from policy intentions.

Adoption of regulations is but one step on the journey from policy design to the
achievement of its intended outcomes: follow through is essential. “The adoption of a new policy
is really just the starting point: A complex set of actions must unfold to translate a new statute,
policy or court ruling into changes in practice in classrooms, schools and institutions and for those
changes in practice to translate into meaningful improvements for students” (Grantmakers for
Education, 2011, p.5). At the state level, NYSED should include efforts to gather feedback—an
essential aspect of systems models--from educators in the field whose beliefs and actions have
substantial impact on policy success. At the building level, school leaders and school counselors
should end the finger-pointing, accept responsibility for the amended regulations expectations and
outcomes, and commit to building coherence across roles to achieve policy goals with fidelity.

By revising the policy governing school counseling, New York State has opened another
pathway to achieving the significant goal of improving school success and student outcomes.
Providing equitable access to school counseling programs for every K-12 student has the potential
to eliminate existing barriers and enhance greater possibilities for all students, including those who
have been underserved by years of traditional practice.

While this study focuses on one state of the United States, the challenges it identifies are
not confined to national borders. The recommendations offered by the authors are relevant and
adaptable to diverse cultural and educational settings as previous citation have revealed. School
counselors and school leaders can work together to implement and sustain comprehensive school
counseling programs that are sensitive both to their specific locales as well as the universal needs
of students.
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The onset of the 2019 coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic in the United
States (U.S.) brought immediate and unprecedented disruption to kindergarten
through twelfth grade (K-12) education. California high school counselors, faced
with the dilemma of how to support student needs effectively and equitably during
COVID-19, have looked to the state government and professional organizations for
guidance on best support practices. While multi-tiered support frameworks, such as
Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) and Multi-Tiered, Multi-Domain System
of Supports (MTMDSS) have been increasingly recommended as part of the
pandemic response, the effective use of MTSS/MTMDSS by school counselors
presupposes a degree of belief in these frameworks. This study explored and
measured California high school counselor beliefs about the importance of
MTMDSS (Tier 1) universal supports since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Data collected from 101 California high school counselors through the Universal
Supports Importance Scale (USIS) survey instrument and from six follow-up semi-
structured interviews suggested that counselors have high levels of belief in the
importance of MTMDSS universal supports. Preliminary results of this USIS
validation study displayed strong evidence for overall quality of valid and reliable
scale score interpretation for measuring school counselor beliefs, offering promise
for future diagnostic and formative uses of the USIS instrument in professional
development settings.

Keywords: beliefs, school counselor, MTSS, MTMDSS, COVID-19, item response
modeling, IRT scaling

The objective of secondary school counseling is “to help students overcome barriers to learning
and to prepare for successful lives after high school graduation” (American School Counselor
Association [ASCA], 2019, p. x). The United States (U.S.) onset of the 2019 coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) pandemic in March 2020, brought immediate and unprecedented disruption to
California secondary education, beginning with school closures, transitions to distance learning,
and new modes of instruction (Savitz-Romer et al., 2021).
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Throughout the pandemic, California high school students have endured varying degrees
of uncertainty, hardship, and trauma, resulting in an evolving range of student needs (American
Academy of Pediatrics [AAP], 2021; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020; Murata et al., 2021; Watson et al.,
2022). Students have experienced the pandemic in vastly different ways depending on a variety of
intersectional and demographic factors with the most significant impact on students from
underrepresented and/or marginalized backgrounds (Azar et al., 2021; Goldhaber et al., 2022;
Sullivan et al., 2020). Emerging research has revealed a correlation between the amount of time
spent in distance learning and declines in academic achievement, with the most profound impact
on students of color and/or students attending high-poverty schools (Goldhaber et al., 2022; Jack
et al., 2021). Beyond declines in academic achievement, students have reported significant
increases in anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, chronic absenteeism, and suicidal ideation
(AAP, 2021; Gazmararian et al., 2021; Murata et al., 2021).

U.S. public education has long been criticized for its inequities, yet public school campuses
also provide some level of equalizing when students are on campus (Downey et al., 2004). While
the sudden transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic spotlighted inequities
within educational systems in California, social movements building in tandem with the pandemic
such as the Black Lives Matter movement, gained national prominence and created a swelling of
demand for social justice and equity throughout societal institutions, including kindergarten
through twelfth grade (K-12 education (Sullivan et al., 2020). Many California public school
districts responded by instituting equity-oriented goals, curriculum, institutional policy and
practices, and state-endorsed systems of support to ensure the success of all students (Largent et
al., 2021; Orange County Department of Education [OCDE], 2020). California high school
counselors, faced with the dilemma of how to support student needs effectively and equitably with
limited resources during COVID-19, have looked to the state as well as professional organizations
for guidance on best support practices.

Multi-tiered support frameworks, such as Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) and
Multi-Tiered, Multi-Domain System of Supports (MTMDSS) existed prior to COVID-19 and have
emerged as prominent pandemic response recommendations (Sailor et al., 2021). Multi- tiered
intervention models are designed to offer a systemic, data-driven, and equity-oriented approach to
supporting students by deploying varying degrees of intervention intensity, based on student need
(Belser et al., 2016). Within a three-tiered structure, Tier I is considered a universal supports
intervention because all students in a school receive it. Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions are
progressively more targeted and intensive for a smaller portion of students whose needs are not
fully met by a lower tier. Multi-tiered models are currently being implemented by school districts
throughout California as preventative frameworks that focus on distributing limited school
resources equitably to ensure the success of all students (California Department of Education
[CDE], 2022; OCDE, 2020; Sullivan et al., 2020).

MTSS/MTMDSS Prominence

Multi-tiered support frameworks have been gaining ground in public education nationally
throughout recent decades. The 2015 signing into law of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
specifically called for MTSS in public education (Braun et al., 2018). Since then, multiple states
have instituted statewide MTSS models, including California. Prior to the arrival of COVID-19,
the California Department of Education (CDE) embraced MTSS as “essential” and adopted a state
MTSS model (CDE, 2022; Sailor et al., 2021).
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Recent state legislation has intensified MTSS prominence within school districts
throughout California. California Assembly Bill (AB) 104 and Senate Bill 828 funded a “scaling-
up” of MTSS (CA SUMS) to encourage school districts throughout the state to “establish and align
school-wide, data-driven systems of academic and behavioral supports to more effectively meet
the needs of California’s diverse learners in the most inclusive environment” (OCDE, 2020,

p. 2). California’s MTSS model is designed to align with California’s Eight State Priorities, Local
Control Funding Formula (LCFF), and Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP), which allows
for California MTSS to be the “driver” of a statewide system of support (OCDE, 2020).

MTSS, which focuses on data-driven academic and behavioral support interventions, is
intended to be a schoolwide system, drawing from the contributions of administrators, teachers,
counselors, staff, families, and the community (Belser et al., 2016; Bohanon et al., 2021; Sailor et
al., 2021). As MTSS has become increasingly prevalent in California public schools, school
counselors have considered how to align their curriculum and standards with the MTSS
framework. In 2017, Dr. Tricia Hatch, a founding research contributor to the ASCA National
Model for school counseling, introduced a school counseling-specific delivery model that aligns
the three main competency domains of the ASCA National Model (academic development, social-
emotional development, and college and career readiness development) with MTSS.

Multi-Tiered, Multi-Domain System of Supports (MTMDSS) provides school counseling
programs a way to directly align their standards and competencies within a multi-tiered structure
(Hatch et al., 2019). In alignment with MTSS, MTMDSS operates within the same three-tier
intervention structure and emphasizes data-driven decision making and evidence-based practices
in core instruction to address the needs of all students (Hatch et al., 2019). Unlike MTSS, which
focuses only on the two domains of academic and behavioral support, MTMDSS also includes
multi-tiered interventions focused on the college and career readiness domain of the ASCA
National Model. Thus, MTMDSS was created to provide a supplement to the MTSS model by
delivering interventions in all three ASCA National Model domains, across all three tiers (Geiger
& Oehrtman, 2020). Since its arrival, ASCA and California’s state charter of ASCA, the California
Association of School Counselors (CASC), included MTMDSS as a delivery model
recommendation for MTSS within school counseling programs (ASCA, 2020; CASC, 2020).

Recommendations for California school counselors to utilize MTSS/MTMDSS have
increased since the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the fall of 2022, California’s state
legislature passed Assembly Bill (AB) 2508, with the governor signing it into law and California
Education Code shortly thereafter. California Education Code (1987/2022) calls on public school
counseling programs throughout California to “work within multi-tiered systems of support that
use multiple data sources to monitor and improve pupil behavior, attendance, engagement, and
achievement” (California Education Code, §49600, [c3]). School counseling professional
standards and competencies, guided by national and state professional organizations, have also
increasingly called for school counselors to align their roles with multi-tiered support frameworks
since COVID-19. For example, in 2023, CASC adopted a new set of school counseling standards
calling upon California school counselors to design and implement counseling programs that align
with California’s MTSS framework (CASC, 2023). Recommendations for school counselors to
utilize MTMDSS to deliver multi-tiered school counseling support interventions presuppose their
belief in these systems, which holds implications for successful implementation.

School Counselor Beliefs and Behavior

Carter et al. (2026) 3



MTMDSS Universal Supports Volume 8§(1)

School counselor beliefs about school counseling program components and supports are an
important construct to consider, as they may impact the likelihood of successful implementation
(Dahir, 2004; Hatch & Chen-Hayes, 2008; Pérusse et al., 2004; Sink & Yillik- Downer, 2001).
Sink and Yillik-Downer (2001) examined 1,033 school counselors’ views on comprehensive
guidance and counseling programs across western, midwestern, and southern regions of the U.S.
and revealed a moderate relationship between the level of importance school counselors ascribe to
their program and how involved they become with the development and implementation of it
(Lauterbach et al., 2018). The 2001 study that guided the development of the ASCA National
Model for School Counseling drew upon the theoretical underpinnings of Ajzen’s Theory of
Planned Behavior, which posits that beliefs can predict and influence behavior (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980; Hatch & Chen-Hayes, 2008). Ajzen’s tested theory (Knabe, 2012; Teo et al., 2016) has also
informed the construct development of this study.

National Events of Educational Significance, Beliefs, and School Counseling Supports

This study sought to explore beliefs within the context of a major event of educational significance
(the COVID-19 pandemic). Epstein’s social cognition-oriented Cognitive- Experiential Self-
Theory (CEST) posits that beliefs are influenced by significant events (Epstein, 2003). Multiple
studies have tested this theory, including Fletcher (1988) and Catlin and Epstein (1992), which
demonstrated associations between significant events and impacted beliefs.

Examination of the historical arc of the school counseling profession reveals abundant
literature demonstrating the connection between national events of educational significance,
school counselor beliefs, and the changing landscape of school counseling supports (Lauterbach
et al., 2018). The direction and prominence of school counseling in U.S. education throughout its
first half-century of existence was influenced by significant national events including: the
industrial revolution which prompted a focus on vocational guidance around the early 1900s; the
emergence of cognitive development, psychological theory, and humanistic movements of the
1920s, 1930s, and 1940s which led to student-centered support related to personal needs; and the
launch of Sputnik and the subsequent National Defense Act of the 1950s, which resulted in
increased investment in education, nearly doubling the number of school counselors in the U.S.
(Aubrey, 1977; Blake, 2020; Gladding, 2013; Lambie & Williamson, 2004; Shertzer & Stone,
1981; Williams & Lair, 1991). A wave of professionalization in the 1980s led to early counselor
education standards and the accreditation body, The Counsel for Accreditation of Counseling and
Related Educational Programs (CACREP) and ASCA, which gave increasing visibility,
legitimacy, and direction to the profession (Gladding, 2013; Schweiger et al., 2007).

The standardization and accountability movement in U.S. education throughout the late 1990s and
early 2000s, and including the 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, influenced the beliefs of
ASCA members, who saw a need for a set of national standards and a standardized school
counseling model that could measure the outcomes and impact of school counseling programs on
student development and achievement (Campbell & Dahir, 1997; Hatch & Chen- Hayes, 2008). In
1995, ASCA deployed a survey instrument to 2,000 members to measure beliefs about the need
for standardization, as well as identification of standards, priorities, and best practices. In 1997,
ASCA created its inaugural set of national school counseling standards developed with the input
of school counselor attitudes and beliefs (Campbell & Dahir, 1997). In 2001, ASCA again sought
the beliefs of school counselors as it set out to create a national school counseling model guided
by standards and competencies-based curriculum, as well as data- supported outcomes
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measurement. The School Counseling Program Component Scale (SCPCS), which aimed to
measure school counselor beliefs about the proposed components of the forthcoming ASCA
National Model, was deployed to 3,000 school counselors throughout the

U.S. The SCPCS served as a primary data source in the development and finalization of
the inaugural ASCA National Model for School Counseling launch in 2003 and has been
redeployed to re-evaluate how those beliefs have evolved over time and with changes in education
(Hatch & Chen-Hayes, 2008; Hatch et al., 2015).

School Counselor Beliefs on MTSS/MTMDSS

The available literature on school counselor beliefs related to MTSS/MTMDSS frameworks in the
U.S. is, at present, limited. Previous studies have explored: school counselor beliefs related to
earlier iterations of MTSS, such as Response to Intervention (Patrikakou et al., 2016), counselor
knowledge and skills of MTSS frameworks (Olsen et al., 2020), the connection between MTSS
training and school counselor perceptions about components of school counselors’ roles
(Goodman-Scott et al., 2022), and recently, the relationship between school counselor beliefs of
the MTSS framework and implementation (Edwin & Bahr, 2023). Literature examining high
school counselor beliefs on the importance of MTMDSS framework interventions since the onset
of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, is currently unavailable.

Consequently, professional school counseling organizations in the U.S. and California,
California Education Code, and California public schools/districts, are recommending and
delivering MTSS/MTMDSS frameworks in their pre-pandemic formats without a body of research
to assess the extent to which school counselors consider them important since COVID-19. These
gaps in the extant literature indicate a need for research in this area. This study took the first steps
of measuring high school counselor beliefs on the importance of MTMDSS, by focusing on one
of the multiple dimensions that make up the MTMDSS model.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore and measure California high school counselor beliefs on
the importance of MTMDSS universal supports since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The
research questions that were addressed in this study are: (1) What are California high school
counselors’ beliefs about the importance of Multi-Tiered, Multi-Domain System of Supports
(MTMDSS) universal supports since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic?, (2) Which variables,
if any, predict/explain these universal supports-based beliefs?, and (3) Can these universal
supports-based beliefs be measured reliably, and is there validity evidence to trust the
meaningfulness of the scores generated by the Universal Supports Importance Scale (USIS)
instrument?

Methods
Design and Instrumentation
This study utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods design that included two phases of

data collection. Mixed methods research is recognized to support deeper insight into a problem or
phenomena being studied, by combining data collection and rigorous analysis methods, thereby
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bolstering the limits of the methods in isolation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Yin, 2006). Utilizing
the strengths of these approaches, two instruments were designed, deployed, and used to collect a
robust body of evidence, explore a complex construct (school counselor beliefs), and address the
research questions presented in this study. An online survey was designed to collect a
representative sample of high school counselors' beliefs about MTMDSS universal supports across
California; a semi-structured interview protocol was employed to triangulate survey responses and
probe for deeper themes with in-depth interviews from survey takers. These instruments were
designed to capture descriptive and demographic data, in addition to examining recurring themes
and patterns in high school counselor beliefs.

Universal Supports Importance Scale Design (USIS)

The Universal Supports Importance Scale (USIS) was designed to measure high school counselor
beliefs on the importance of (Tier 1) universal supports within the MTMDSS model. The scale’s
design was informed by best practices of education measurement and assessment. By utilizing the
National Research Council’s Assessment Triangle (NRC, 2001) and Wilson’s building blocks of
instrument development (Wilson, 2005), evidence to support valid and reliable inferences drawn
from the scale was obtained with quantitative methods.

Survey Design. The bulk of the survey was designed to measure how important high
school counselors believe universal supports are since COVID-19 (see Table 1). Likert style items
with a five-category outcome space ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree were divided
between four overarching types of school counseling interventions prescribed by the MTMDSS
model’s (Tier 1) universal supports interventions. The four facets of practice include: (1) school
counseling curriculum, (2) individualized student planning, (3) schoolwide events, and (4) parent
education events. The second portion of the USIS was designed to examine whether various
demographic variables predict or explain school counselor beliefs. Finally, exit interview items
were used to check the validity of the USIS responses from a psychometric perspective.

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to promote a deeper
understanding of the quantitative data collected, as well as triangulate the researcher’s preliminary
analysis and interpretations of the quantitative results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Yin, 2006).
The interview protocol was designed to align with survey items from the quantitative phase of the
study. Consistent with the USIS instrument, the semi-structured interview protocol focused on the
same four facets of practice within the MTMDSS model’s universal supports. The interview
protocol revisited items within Part 1 of the USIS survey instrument, by asking a single question
related to the importance of each facet of practice. For example, the interview question for the core
curriculum facet of practice was, “As a high school counselor, how important is having a planned
school counseling curriculum that reaches all students since COVID-19?” A series of follow-up
probes were deployed to elicit narrative explanations with the goal of providing deeper context
and understanding of survey participants’ cognitive processes, survey responses, and levels of
belief. Examples of probes included, “Can you explain?” and “Can you give some examples?”
Each interview participant received the same interview protocol.
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Participants and Sampling

To measure California high school counselor beliefs on the importance of MTMDSS universal
supports, high school counselors actively employed throughout the state of California were invited
to participate in the study. Counselors were identified through publicly available high school
counselor directories throughout California and the CASC membership directory (the CASC
directory listed approximately 515 high school counselors). These multiple sampling sources were
utilized to increase participation and encourage a sample that was representative of the statewide
composition of high school counselors. Using purposive sampling (Patton, 2105), the researcher
considered both school counselor and school community demographics in identifying potential
interview candidates for the qualitative phase to ensure that the qualitative participant population
would (1) be reflective of diverse statewide school counselor demographics, and (2) align as
closely as possible to the sample demographics from the quantitative phase. The demographics
considered included gender identity of counselor, race/ethnicity identity of counselor, counselor
years of experience in the field, school county type, and school population socio-economic
indicators.

Data Collection Procedures

Following institutional review board (IRB) approval, research was conducted during the third year
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 903 school counselors identified as meeting criteria for
participation were invited to respond to an anonymous online survey near the start of the
2022/2023 academic year. Preliminary data analysis began once the survey data had been
collected, and this informed further refinement of the qualitative phase of the study. A small
sample of school counselors were invited to participate in a 30-minute semi-structured interview,
which took place remotely. Transcription of interviews preceded qualitative, quantitative, and
side-by-side data analyses.

Analyses
Qualitative Data Analysis

Following transcription of the semi-structured interviews, case profiles were created for each of
the purposively sampled interviewees with key demographic information and responses for each
question. Validity evidence produced by the exit interview items provided a trustworthy
measurement to ensure credible results from the qualitative portion of this mixed methods study.
Deductive thematic analysis was applied to the response data, using a coding system developed
based on the predetermined facets of practice, as well as recurring emergent thematic patterns
within interviewee responses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Codes were applied to excerpts manually
and using Dedoose software to identify each theme in the content analysis of the data as well as
facilitate quantitative and qualitative side-by-side data analysis.

Quantitative Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics analysis was performed in SPSS Statistics (Version 28) to observe
frequencies for all survey items as well as demographic items. Item response models were then fit
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to the survey responses to obtain fit indices, including item “difficulties” and person
“endorsability” estimates, on a unidimensional scale using ConQuest (Adams et al., 2020; Wilson,
2005). Wilson (2005) notes that both of these parameters in a Rasch model are meant to represent
the probable locations of survey respondents’ willingness to endorse a particular statement on the
USIS scale. A logit value 1s assigned based on the ConQuest estimation procedures. Three linear
regression models were then applied to the data utilizing SPSS to explore the potential relationship
between the dependent response variable (school counselor beliefs) and the independent
explanatory variables (such as years of experience in the field, gender, or urbanicity of school
district). In total, seven explanatory variables were used in differing combinations within the
different linear regression models: (1) urbanicity of school community, (2) percentage of students
who qualify for free and reduced lunch (socioeconomic indicator), (3) number of years worked as
a school counselor, (4) professional membership in CASC, (5) gender identity of school counselor,
(6) race/ethnicity identity of school counselor, and (7) age of school counselor. In all three models,
the dependent variable was the degree of school counselors’ belief in the importance of MTMDSS
universal support interventions, as measured by the USIS. Collinearity diagnostics were also run
to examine Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) effects, if any.

Evidence of Validity and Reliability to Support Scale Uses

Checking for validity and reliability of the USIS was a central focus of this study. Systematic
evidence was collected to eliminate or reduce, where possible, threats to meaningful and
dependable scale score interpretations. This was critical in the development of the USIS, to ensure
that the instrument measured what it claims to measure, consistently and dependably.

Evidence for USIS Scale Validity. The USIS was developed utilizing several strategies
as checks for content validity. Content validity evidence was collected through construct maps and
expert panel reviews during the development of the items design (Wilson, 2005). Response process
validity evidence was collected and examined through a panel think aloud protocol and the
survey’s exit item questions. [tem Response Theory (IRT) Analyses, Wright maps, and Differential
item functioning (DIF) analysis were utilized to produce internal structure validity evidence and
confirm alignment between construct maps and the survey’s items design (Wilson, 2005).

Evidence for USIS Scale Reliability. Internal consistency data were collected to explore
and understand the reliability of the survey instrument. Two internal consistency coefficients,
Cronbach’s alpha and Person separation, were generated to document the reliability of the
instrument. In classical test theory, Cronbach’s alpha (1951) is accepted as an indicator of internal
consistency, particularly with polytomous response data, as was used in this study. In Rasch IRT
modeling, a comparable indicator of internal consistency is person separation reliability (Wright
& Masters, 1982).

Results
Participant Characteristics

Participant demographics were central to this study, as they played a key role in addressing the
study’s second research question. The 101 participants who completed the entire USIS survey were
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highly educated professional school counselors (99% earned master’s degrees or higher),
predominantly (89%) working in comprehensive California public high schools. Most respondents
(78.2%) were female and 21.8% were male. Respondents’ ages varied, with 65% between the ages
of 30-49 years old. White school counselors made up a slight majority of the respondents at 53.5%.
Hispanic or Latino/a/x school counselors were 36.6%. The majority of respondents (57.9%) had
more than ten years of experience working as a school counselor, nearly 20% had between 5-9
years, and 22.6% had fewer than five years of experience in the field. The majority (58.8%) of
high schools were located in suburban counties, while 22.5% were located in urban counties and
18.6% were located in rural counties. Respondents served a diverse range of students across
socioeconomic indicators. Table 2 presents a summary of the personal demographics of the school
counselors who participated in the survey. Table 3 presents a summary of the school community
demographics identified by the school counselors who participated in the survey.

Among the six participants who were interviewed for the qualitative phase of this study,
four were female and two were male. Three of the participants identified as Hispanic or Latino/a/x,
two as White, and one as Black/African American. The reported number of years working in the
field of school counseling were: 1 year, 3 years, 6 years, 10 years, 16 years, and 23 years. Half of
the participants were active members of ASCA, and one was a member of CASC. All six of the
interview participants worked at comprehensive public high schools, with a distribution of
urbanicity and socioeconomic school profiles that aligned with the larger, quantitative sample.

Dimensionality of School Counselor Beliefs on Universal Supports Facets

Table 4 contains a summary of results from Part 1 of the USIS which measured school counselor
beliefs about the importance of MTMDSS universal supports since COVID-19. As the summary
shows, there was a high rate of agreement with all USIS items within the four universal supports
facets of practice. This resulted in a distribution of responses, with over 75% of responses falling
into the agree or strongly agree outcome spaces for all 21 items across the four facets (school
counseling curriculum = 85% or more of responses, individualized planning = 80% or more of
responses, schoolwide events = 75% or more of responses, and parent education events = 75% or
more of responses). Neutral responses were low overall, with no more than 13% of responses
falling into this outcome space across all/any items and facets. Disagree responses were sparse (no
more than 5% of responses) on each item across all facets of practice. None of the items in any
facet received strongly disagree responses. The median scores for each ordinal type item are
reported in Table 4.

Overall, the semi-structured interview responses reflected the frequencies and ranges of
beliefs observed in the survey response data throughout each facet. There was relatively strong
alignment between participants’ survey responses and their semi-structured interview responses
for each facet of practice. The interview participants described school counseling curriculum,
individualized planning, schoolwide events, and parent education events facets of universal
supports as being “important,” “very important,” “critical,” and “essential.” Taken together, these
statements suggest a pattern of high levels of belief in the importance of MTMDSS universal
supports. As was the case in the survey results, there were no strong disagreements within any
facet amongst the interviewees. Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, and Figure 4 present side-by-side
analyses of the variation in responses on the importance of each respective facet of practice, as
sampled from survey items and the primary interview question for each facet.

Follow-up probes initiated by the researcher revealed additional context and depth to
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counselors’ degree of beliefs. This included additional levels of enthusiasm, neutrality, and
skepticism. Figure 5 demonstrates a range of interviewees’ beliefs within each facet.

Additionally, two new themes emerged from the interview responses. First, a pattern of
conflict and dissonance within interviewees’ beliefs of overall importance of an intervention
emerged repeatedly from the interviews. For example, one interviewee described a school
counseling curriculum as “definitely important,” but also expanded on the dissonance between her
beliefs and perceived realities of practice since the arrival of the pandemic.

I don’t know if it’s been long enough for us to really be able to think about all those things.
I think we’re still in this stage of trying to get back to something normal. I think last year,
being our first year back on campus, it was just kind of like a ‘what are we doing?’ type of
thing. So, it’s definitely important, but probably like a 5 out of 10 right now. It’s definitely
important, but I don’t know how that’s really been the priority.

A second recurring emergent theme revealed by the interviews was the immediate need for
school counseling interventions to address new student needs since COVID-19. The most
prominent needs that emerged from these conversations were (1) the need for students to
establish/re-establish personal connections within their school community, (2) the need for
prioritizing equity within school counseling services, (3) the overwhelming need for student
mental health and wellness/SEL support, and (4) the need to address gaps in student learning,
motivation, and social-emotional skills upon returning from distance learning. For example, one
interviewee shared the need at her school for mental health support since COVID-19.

Living through the pandemic. . . There’s more of an urgency to it [individualized planning],
because it’s also addressing the social-emotional piece. Yes, social- emotional. In the last
two years, it has been essentially what I do. I’d say almost 90% of my day and it’s become
higher-level. 1 would say my typical day consists of students suffering from major
depression, generalized anxiety, panic attacks where students are unable to get out of bed,
chronic absenteeism, students that have experienced sexual assault—it’s just been constant.
I have several students hospitalized. So, yes, it’s the social-emotional needs, I can’t even
describe how much this has grown. I’ve always thought it [individualized planning] was
important, but for different reasons—to provide students with agency, and, that they’re
able to make these decisions for themselves, and know the ins-and-outs of how to make
that all happen. But since COVID, the [4-year] plan is actually being used to address social-
emotional consequences of the pandemic, like anxiety. . . and so we started doing 4-year
planning with ninth graders again this school year . . .and I can’t imagine not doing them.
They are critical right now.

Factors Influencing School Counselor Beliefs

Three separate regression analysis models were utilized to address this study’s second research
question and explore the different possible interactions between predictor variables and the
outcome variable. Table 5 demonstrates the effect of explanatory variables for the second
regression model. All three regression analyses revealed no statistically significant relationships
between the explanatory variables and school counselor beliefs at the < .05 level. Thus, it is not
reasonable to conclude from these analyses that any of the variables measured predict or explain
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the degree of school counselor beliefs on the USIS. Both models produced low VIF levels of less
than 2.5, an acceptable threshold according to conservative research authorities (Allison, 1999;
2012; Johnson et al., 2018). This suggests that there were no problems with multicollinearity in
these multiple linear regression analyses.

USIS Validation Findings
Content Validity Evidence

Construct maps (Wilson, 2005) provide a model for the construct being measured and are designed
to ensure an instrument’s items align with the range or continuum of the construct. Construct maps
developed for this study produced a visual representation and guiding framework for the construct
being measured (degree/range of school counselor belief in the importance of universal supports)
by the USIS (see Figure 6). The USIS items design was aligned to the construct maps and items
were reviewed repeatedly, at each stage of development, by a panel of school counseling experts
(who were not participants in the study). This ongoing and iterative review process led to several
improvements of the USIS items leading up to its deployment.

Response Process Validity Evidence

The exit interview section of the USIS revealed that 100% of the school counselors who completed
the USIS responded to all exit interview questions, 100% of the respondents reported that they had
enough time to complete the survey and 87% found the questions to be clear. The panel think aloud
protocol, conducted prior to the deployment of the USIS to study participants, consisted of three
current California high school counselors, who went through the survey item- by-item and offered
their interpretations, concerns, and suggestions for improving the items in an iterative process with
each other and the researcher. The evidence document produced from the panel think aloud was
triangulated by the study’s expert panel as an additional validity checkpoint.

Internal Structure Validity Evidence

The Wright Map. The Wright map was generated with ConQuest software and represents
the unidimensional scale of the USIS. Wright maps visually display evidence of a measurement
scale’s range of responses and are useful in detecting poor item fit (Wilson, 2005). Figure 7
presents this study’s Wright map. The left side of the Wright map represents USIS respondents at
various levels of belief and is referred to as person proficiencies. The right side of the Wright map
represents the probability of individual USIS items to be endorsed by respondents at each belief
logit level, referred to as item thresholds. The distribution of respondent and item locations is on
a single logit scale. The relationship between the left and right side of the Wright map indicated
that the respondents were not covered across their entire range by the item thresholds, particularly
on the higher end of the school counselor belief logit scale. In particular, approximately 95 (83%)
of the respondents were 50% or more likely to achieve the third step (.2 = strongly agree) on the
most difficult to endorse items. Conversely, the first step (.0 = disagree — neutral) on all 21 items
was 50% or more likely to be achieved by all respondents with the lowest proficiency. The second
step (.1 = agree) was 50% or more likely to be achieved by nearly all respondents with the lowest
proficiency. This distribution indicates that overall, most respondents found most items easy to
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endorse.

Model Fit. Additional internal structure validity evidence was collected through a partial
credit model to generate an item fit analysis. The results and analysis of the weighted mean square
fit and t statistics support the finding that all USIS instrument items fit the partial credit model
well. Table 6 provides the parameter estimates, standard errors, and mean square weighted fit and
t statistics for the partial credit model applied to the USIS instrument data. All of the USIS item’s
mean square values are within the commonly accepted lower (0.75) and upper (1.33) boundaries
(Adams & Khoo, 1996; Wilson, 2005). Thus, no misfitting items were identified.

IRT Analysis. The general results of the item analysis suggest that individual items across
the USIS instrument were generally stable and consistent. The analysis of the mean person
locations for all items indicated that 20 of the 21 items displayed well-functioning mean locations
and one item displayed a lack of consistency. Overall, the results of the item analysis for the USIS
instrument show that all but one of the 21 individual items are consistent with the instrument as a
whole. This result means that, on the whole, the USIS instrument is consistently and meaningfully
measuring participants’ beliefs about the importance of universal supports.

DIF Analysis. Differential item functioning (DIF) occurs when different groups of
examinees with similar overall ability have, on average, systematically different responses to a
particular item (American Educational Research Association [AERA] et al., 2014). Gender and
ethnicity DIF analyses of belief surveys matter because this study’s instrument is intended to
measure diverse respondents in California’s school counselor population in an unbiased manner.
The gender DIF model examined the following terms: (a) item, (b) gender, and (¢) item and gender
by step. The ethnicity DIF model examined the following terms: (a) item, (b) ethnicity, and (c)
item and ethnicity by step.

To decide whether any of these differences are evidence for DIF, confidence intervals at
the 95% level were constructed around the male and female identified (gender) and White and
Underrepresented Groups-identified (ethnicity) subgroup thresholds to determine whether they
overlap. According to Wilson (2005), any differences can be subjected to the “effect size” test. A
standard of effect size for Rasch models is reported: a logit difference value less than .426 is
“negligible,” a value between .426 and .638 is “intermediate,” and a value over .638 is “large”
(Paek, 2002). For this study, gender DIF was negligible (-0.095). Similarly, the ethnicity DIF was
negligible (-0.006). The effects of random chance alone may explain the difference in scores
between gender subgroups and ethnicity subgroups of respondents on the USIS instrument.

The results of the partial credit model fit, Rasch IRT item analysis, and DIF analysis
provide strong evidence for the quality of the overall item design for the USIS instrument. The
scaling properties of the instrument have been demonstrated through these procedures, and the
survey is reliable and valid for its intended research purposes. More validity evidence (AERA et
al., 2014) can be gathered over multiple occasions and for other uses (e.g., diagnostic purposes or
formative interventions in professional development settings) in the future, but the USIS scale for
research purposes shows it is an unbiased indicator and measure of school counselor beliefs.

Reliability Evidence

Cronbach’s alpha and Person separation coefticients were generated to document the reliability of
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the USIS instrument. Table 7 shows the internal consistency reliability coefficients for the USIS
instrument. The reliability evidence based on internal consistency coefficient values shown in
Table 7 suggests that the USIS is a reliable indicator (» =.85) of high school counselor beliefs and
supports the scale’s limited use in future research.

Discussion

This study’s findings for the first research question suggest that school counselors believe in the
importance of the interventions within the primary tier of the MTMDSS framework. Given the
increased prominence of multi-tiered supports, high levels of school counselor belief on the
importance of MTMDSS universal supports is not surprising. Within these enthusiastic beliefs,
however, two themes emerged from participant narratives.

First, there is complexity and a degree of cognitive dissonance with the subjects' reported

beliefs about the realities of counseling and their aspirational ideals, not fully captured by the USIS
instrument (Festinger, 1957). This study’s interview participants described examples of how they
struggle to connect their professional ideals (e.g., that the recommended MTMDSS universal
supports are “important,” “necessary,” “essential”’) to the realities they perceive within their
practices since COVID-19. This dissonance tracks with recent research in California suggesting
that educators who believe strongly in MTSS importance, nonetheless, still struggle to prioritize
its implementation during/since COVID-19 (California MTSS et al., 2021). As one school
counselor put it, “I think it’s really important. But it’s one thing to believe that something is
important on its face, and it’s another to make it happen once my school day begins.”
The second theme relates to the current and emerging literature on the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on student needs and counselors' roles in addressing these needs. Although not the focus
of this study’s research questions, the school counselors interviewed shared immediate
intervention areas of focus needed in their practices to support the student needs that they have
encountered since the arrival of COVID-19. The most prominent needs that emerged from these
conversations were (1) the need for students to establish/re-establish personal connections within
their school community, (2) the need for prioritizing equity within school counseling services, (3)
the overwhelming need for student mental health and wellness/SEL support, and (4) the need to
address gaps in student learning, motivation, and social-emotional skills upon returning from
distance learning. The school counselors interviewed for this study described these needs as
impactful on their practices as well as their beliefs about why the facets of universal supports are
important since COVID-19.

Three separate linear regression analysis models were utilized in this study to address the
second research question and explore the different possible interactions between demographic
predictor variables and school counselor beliefs on the importance of MTMDSS universal
supports. All three analyses revealed no statistically significant relationships between the
explanatory variables and school counselor beliefs. Thus, it is our conclusion that within this
study’s findings, none of the variables studied predicted or explained school counselors’ universal
supports-based beliefs.

To address the third research question, the USIS instrument underwent a robust IRT
focused validation study. This was based on evidence drawn from the Standards for Educational
and Psychological Testing (AERA et al., 2014). The USIS displayed strong evidence for overall
quality of valid and reliable score interpretation, offering promise for future diagnostic and
formative uses.
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Limitations

There are several limitations with the results from this study on school counselors' beliefs about
the importance of universal supports during the pandemic and in its aftermath. Although this study
was able to recruit a relatively representative sample of California high school counselors across
school community, professional, and personal demographic indicators, a larger sample size would
be helpful in improving the generalizability of the findings. This study employed a cross-sectional
rather than longitudinal sample of beliefs of school counselors working at the high school level,
within the state of California. A stratified random sampling method embedded in longitudinal
research may be useful in examining how school counselor beliefs evolve over time in response to
particular periods or events. Lastly, despite strong evidence for the validity and reliability of the
measurement tool, the use of the USIS tool in this sample tended to register endorsement for
positive (agree and strongly agree) elements of the scale. In addition to sample size and other
factors related to the study design, this may account for failure to identify predictive relationships
through regression analyses.

Recommendations

These preliminary findings yielded three recommendations for further study. First, future research
is needed to explore the complex, and at times dissonant relationship between school counselors’
ideals and beliefs about MTSS/MTMDSS, their perceived and experienced realities of practice
since COVID-19, and their implementation of multi-tiered support frameworks. Second, future
research is needed to examine the longitudinal impacts of events (e.g., dynamic and evolving
intervention needs since COVID-19) and their relationship to school counselors’ MTSS/MTMDSS
beliefs. Both state and district/school site level policy priorities and implementation strategies are
likely nested in school counselor belief systems. The degree to which belief about the MTMDSS
framework is viable, useful, and/or efficacious for its stakeholders over time is worth investigating
and each may impact recruitment, selection, and retention of the present and future school
counselor workforce long after the pandemic. Lastly, to be more assured that the USIS instrument
captures a full range of school counselor beliefs on the importance of MTMDSS universal
supports, it may benefit from some enhancements prior to future deployment, such as: (a)
exploring different point configurations of the outcome space, (b) exploring alternatives to Likert-
style items that may more effectively draw out variation such as Guttman (1944) items, and (c)
exploring alternative IRT measurement models to apply to the USIS survey data, such as unfolding
models which have been found to be useful in studies of individual attitudes and preferences
(Andrich, 1988; Liu & Chalmers, 2018; Wilson, 2005; Yuan et al., 2022).

Conclusions

This study explored and measured California high school counselor beliefs on the importance of
MTMDSS universal supports since COVID-19. Understanding high school counselor beliefs has
implications for effective implementation of universal supports, in part, because these beliefs are
a proxy for degree of engagement with good practices. Having a reliable instrument that fares well
in robust validation protocols aids researchers and evaluators who examine what makes a
difference in successful MTMDSS universal supports initiatives. It also can directly aid
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practitioners and preparers who value beliefs inventories as part of a process of self-and peer
assessment.

Findings from this specific sample reveal high levels of belief in the importance of
MTMDSS (Tier 1) universal supports since COVID-19 among California’s school counselor
population. Future studies should include other states in the U.S. that are engaging in
transformational assistance for at-promise students. As multi-tiered supports become increasingly
embedded in national educational policy and standards, ongoing research with the USIS instrument
can help inform the school counseling profession about factors influencing practitioners’ beliefs.
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Table 1
Survey Items for USIS, Part 1: High School Counselor Beliefs about the Importance of
(Tier 1) Universal Supports

# Item Facet

Q1 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on building academic skills CcC
delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.

Q2 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on graduation CC

requirements delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.
Q3 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on exploring college and career CC
possibilities delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.

Q4 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on college admissions CC
preparation delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.

Q5 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on building social skills CC
delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.

Q6 A districtwide high school counseling curriculum focused on mental health and well- CC
being delivered to all students is essential since COVID-19.

Q7 Individualized 4-year academic planning for all students is essential since IP
COVID-19.

Q8 Individualized course selection planning for all students is essential since IP
COVID-19.

Q9 Individualized postsecondary planning for all students is essential since COVID- 19. IP

Q10 Individualized academic strengths and interests identification is essential since IP
COVID-19.

Q11 Individualized goal setting for all students is essential since COVID-19. IP

Q12 District/schoolwide transition-to-high school events are essential since SE
COVID-19.

Q13 District/schoolwide postsecondary pathways events are essential since SE
COVID-19.

Q14 District/schoolwide college fairs are essential since COVID-19. SE

Q15 District/schoolwide mental health awareness events are essential since SE
COVID-19.

Q16 District/schoolwide cultural diversity education events are essential since SE
COVID-19.

Q17 District/schoolwide parent education events focused on academic support PE
resources are essential since COVID-19.

Q18 District/schoolwide parent education events focused on postsecondary PE
pathways are essential since COVID-19.

Q19 District/schoolwide parent education events focused on college planning are PE
essential since COVID-19.

Q20 District/schoolwide parent education events focused on social-emotional PE
development are essential since COVID-19.

Q21 District/schoolwide parent education events focused on mental health PE

support resources are essential since COVID-19.

Note. Facets: Counseling Curriculum, Individualized Planning, Schoolwide Events, Parent Events)
(Outcome Space: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, Strongly Disagree
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Table 2
Survey Participant Demographics

Volume 8(1)

Participant Demographic Frequency Percent
Gender
Female 79 78.2%
Male 22 21.8%
Race/Ethnicity
Asian 1 1.0%
Black/African American 3 3.0%
Hispanic or Latino/a/x 37 36.6%
White 54 53.5%
Prefer to self-describe: Italian American 1 1.0%
Prefer to self-describe: Middle Eastern 1 1.0%
Prefer not to state 4 4.0%
Age
Younger than 30 6 5.9%
30-39 32 31.7%
40-49 34 33.7%
50-59 20 19.8%
60-69 7 6.9%
70 or older 1 1.0%
Prefer not to state 1 1.0%
Ever employed as a school counselor in CA
Yes 101 100.0%
Currently employed as a school counselor in CA
Yes 101 100.0%
Years worked as a school counselor
Less than 1 year 6 5.9%
1-4 years 17 16.8%
5-9 years 20 19.8%
10-19 years 37 36.6%
20 years or more 21 20.7%
Highest degree earned
Bachelor’'s degree 1 1.0%
Master’s degree 99 98.0%
Ed.D. or Ph.D. 1 1.0%
Graduate program CACREP-accredited
Yes 55 54.5%
No 12 11.9%
| don’t know 34 33.7%
ASCA membership
Yes 67 66.3%
No 34 33.7%
CASC membership
Yes 54 53.5%
No 47 46.5%
Carter et al. (2026) 21



MTMDSS Universal Supports Volume 8§(1)

Table 3
Survey Participant School Community Demographics

Participant School Community Demographics Frequency Percent
County/Community Type
Rural 19 18.6%
Suburban 60 58.8%
Urban 23 22.5%
Type of High School
Comprehensive public high school 90 89.1%
Charter high school 3 3.0%
Continuation or alternative public high school 5 5.0%
Private high school 2 2.0%
Other: COSA (Counselor on special assignment) 1 1.0%
Student Enroliment of School
300 or fewer 3 3.0%
301-600 6 5.9%
601-1,000 6 5.9%
1,001-2,000 37 36.6%
2,001 or more 49 48.5%
Students Qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch
10% or less 11 10.8%
11% - 25% 17 16.7%
26% - 50% 23 22.5%
51% - 75% 19 18.6%
More than 75% 32 31.4%
Students in Foster Care
Less than 1% 45 45.0%
1% - 5% 43 43.0%
6% - 10% 11 11.0%
11% - 25% 1 1.0%
Students Experiencing Homelessness
Less than 1% 31 31.0%
1% - 5% 50 50.0%
6% - 10% 13 13.0%
11% - 25% 6 6.0%
Students in ELD
10% or less 40 39.6%
11% - 25% 39 38.6%
26% - 50% 12 11.9%
51% - 75% 9 8.9%
More than 75% 1 1.0%
Student-to-Counselor Ratio
250-to-1 or lower 9 9.0%
251-to-1 — 609-to-1 87 87.0%
610-to1 or higher 4 4.0%
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Table 4

Summary of Quantitative Findings for USIS Part 1

Facet of Practice 1: School Counseling Curriculum

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Agree Missing
Item 0) (1 (2) (3) 4 Values Median
0 5 8 31 69 0
ot 0% 4.4% 7.1% 27.4% 61.1% 0% 40
Q2 0 0 8 30 75 0 40
0% 0% 7.1% 26.6% 66.4% 0%
Q3 0 0 5 25 83 0 4.0
0% 0% 4.4% 22.1% 73.5% 0%
Q4 0 3 9 48 53 0 3.0
0% 2.7% 8.0% 42.5% 46.9% 0%
Q5 0 3 11 26 73 0 4.0
0% 2.7% 9.7% 23.0% 64.6% 0%
Q6 0 1 4 21 87 0 4.0
0% .9% 3.5% 18.6% 77.0% 0%
Facet of Practice 2: Individualized Planning
Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Agree Missing
Item (0) (1) (2) (3) 4) Values Median
0 6 9 33 64 1
ar 0% 5.3% 80%  202%  56.6% 9% 4.0
Qs 0 4 12 36 60 1 4.0
0% 3.5% 10.6% 31.9% 53.1% .9%
0 0 8 48 54 3
@ 0% 0% 7.1% 42.5% 47.8% 2.7% 30
0 6 12 46 46 3
@10 0% 5.3% 10.6% 40.7% 40.7% 2.7% 30
Q11 0 1 15 45 48 4 3.0
0% .9% 13.3% 39.8% 42.5% 3.5%
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Table 4 (Continued)

Facet of Practice 3: Schoolwide Events

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree  Neutral Agree Agree Missing
ltem (0) (1) (2) (3) (4) Values Median
0 0 9 44 54 6
Q12 0% 0% 80%  389%  47.8%  5.3% 4.0
Q13 0 1 8 49 49 6 3.0
0% 9% 7.1% 43.4% 43.4% 5.3%
0 4 15 48 40 6
Q14 0% 3.5% 13.3% 42.5% 35.4% 5.3% 3.0
0 0 3 35 68 7
Q15 0% 0% 2.7% 31.0% 60.2% 6.2% 4.0
0 4 5 37 58 9
Q16 0% 3.5% 4.4% 32.7% 51.3% 8.0% 4.0

Facet of Practice 4: Parent Education Events

Strongly Strongly
Disagre  Disagree Neutral Agree Agree Missing
Item e (0) (1) (2) (3) (4) Values  Median
0 2 5 41 56 9
Q17 0% 1.8% 4.4% 36.3% 49.6% 8.0% 4.0
0 3 8 44 48 10
Q18 0% 2.7% 71% 38.9% 42.5% 8.8% 3.0
0 4 11 45 42 11
Q19 0% 3.5% 9.7% 39.8% 37.2% 9.7% 3.0
0 1 9 37 55 11
Q20 0% 9% 8.0% 32.7% 48.7% 9.7% 4.0
0 0 5 37 60 11
Q21 0% 0% 4.4% 32.7% 53.1% 9.7% 4.0

Carter et al. (2026) 24



Journal of School-Based Counseling Policy & Evaluation Volume 8§(1)

Table 5

Effect of Explanatory Variables on USIS Scale Scores for Regression Model 2

Standardize

Unstandardize d .
d Regression  Standar ~ Regression

Coefficient d Error Coefficient

Variable (B) (B) Beta t Sig.
(Constant USIS Scale Score) .950 .530 1.793 .076
Urbanicity of school community 717 413 .188 1.737 .086
Percentage of students qualify -.049 362 _015 _134 894
free/reduced lunch ] ) ) ] '
Years worked as a school 017 511 -.004 _033 974
counselor ' ) ' ' '
CASC membership 105 354 .033 295 769
Gender identity of school 440 418 114 1053 295
counselor
Ethnicity/race identity of school 017 353 005 048 962
counselor
Age of school counselor .041 436 .012 .093 .926
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Item Parameter Estimates, Standard Errors, and Mean Square Weighted Fit and t
Statistics for the USIS Scale

Variables Weighted Fit
ltems  Estimate Error Infit Mean Confidence Interval Infit t
Square
Q1 0.012 0.180 1.05 (0.73, 1.27) 04
Q2 -0.396 0.213 1.15 (0.71, 1.29) 1.0
Q3 -0.823 0.258 0.94 (0.68, 1.32) -04
Q4 0.251 0.188 1.14 (0.75, 1.25) 1.0
Q5 -0.007 0.176 1.12 (0.73, 1.27) 0.8
Q6 -0.891 0.260 1.06 (0.65, 1.35) 04
Q7 0.185 0.174 1.22 (0.74, 1.26) 1.6
Q8 0.300 0.172 1.09 (0.75, 1.25) 0.7
Q9 -0.047 0.216 0.96 (0.74, 1.26) -0.3
Q10 0.647 0.173 0.89 (0.75, 1.25) -0.9
Q11 0.523 0.177 1.08 (0.75, 1.25) 0.6
Q12 0.013 0.208 1.05 (0.74, 1.26) 04
Q13 0.119 0.209 0.88 (0.74, 1.26) -0.9
Q14 0.820 0.175 0.99 (0.75, 1.25) -0.0
Q15 -0.906 0.323 0.98 (0.73, 1.27) -0.1
Q16 -0.070 0.207 0.96 (0.73, 1.27) -0.2
Q17 -0.186 0.226 0.95 (0.73, 1.27) -0.3
Q18 0.292 0.197 0.86 (0.74, 1.26) -1.1
Q19 0.611 0.183 0.88 (0.74, 1.26) -0.9
Q20 0.043 0.201 1.03 (0.73, 1.27) 0.3
Q21 -0.489* 0.259 0.97 (0.72, 1.28) -0.1
Carter et al. (2026) 26
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Table 7
Internal Consistency Reliability Coefficients

Coefficient Values |
Scale
Cronbach’s alpha Person Separation

USIS 0.84 0.847
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“l think it's super important that we have a high school

_ curriculum that reaches all grade levels, all students,
Strongly Agree |

|

=

regardless of what kind of programming they're in."

“Since COVID, | think it's really important to have that
curriculum laid out. | mean, probably that biggest piece is
just the mental health support. | think out of anything, the
biggest need for curriculum has been in mental health.”

Agree

“l would say it's important. | mean it's not going to be- it

can't be at the very top of the priority list. . ."
Neutral

"I think in some districts the priority is just getting back to
something normal before worrying about-really focusing
on that curriculum.”

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

o

25 50 75
% of responses

Figure 1

Side-by-Side Analysis of the Importance of School Counseling Curriculum Delivered to
All Students
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60

40

20

% of responses

0
Strongly Agree

“I think it's super
important. .. to
present as many
possibilities as
possible. | think
COVID exposed...
that the schools
and school systems
need to be more
adaptable to
individual student
needs.”

| Q7 B Q8 Q11

Agree Neutral Disagree
“Living through “Yeah, | think this one for
the pandemic, me, is probably a little bit
we've realized that neutral...| think it's
that's something beneficial in the
that all students moment... | don't know
are definitely how many kids, you
needing." know, really actually go

back and use it each
year.”
Figure 2

Volume 8§(1)

Strongly Disagree

Side-by-Side Analysis of the Importance of Individualized Student Planning Delivered
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“It’s really important for a lot of reasons, especially
since the pandemic. There are still a lot of people that
are just generally feeling disconnected."

“I think there is a big need for these. | think a lot of my
students feel disconnected from school still, and | think
they're very important for our students to get
reconnected."

“I think it's important. . .but. . .you know, whenit's a
school-wide event, you don't always have 100%
participation . .. we know that the amount of kids who
are going to show up is higher in the classroom.”

“l guess I'm a believer in probably, you know, the
smaller the better. So | think the more you can do
individually, the better. The more you can do small
groups as opposed to classroom groups the better. The
more you can do classrooms as opposed to whole
grade, the better. So, | don't know how much
effectiveness we have, you know, when we pull 475 kids
into the theater, walk through a slideshow, or
something like that. You know a good number are just
going to be on their phones . .. So, | would just say
smaller is better.”

Side-by-Side Analysis of the Importance of Schoolwide Events Delivered to All Students

Carter et al. (2026)
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200

100

frequency of responses

= Q19 = Q20 Q21

Figure 4

"Absolutely, the economic disparity [makes these
events important]. We have a really interesting
population where half of my families are wealthy and
the other half are struggling to get by. . .And these
events are in some ways an equalizer .. .Thatis
absolutely needed. Always, and especially now, since
covib.”

"It'simportant . .. parents are such a valuable
resource, and in order to, you know, just get to a multi-
tiered system of support, teachers and counselors- we
can't do anything without parent buy-in. And really, it's
a beautiful thing when we have all three factors or
stakeholders coming in together to support the
student. Because if we're all on the same page, it's like
the student can't fall through the cracks.”

“I think those needs have definitely increased. The hard
part is if we try to move away from that [college focus]
as a counseling group, and do more in that [wellness,
social-emotional] space we get a little bit of heat and
push back .. .So it’s tough to, you know, work around
that sometimes.”

"| definitely see the value and the importance of it. |
just don’t know how important parents think they are in
the scheme of everything else they’re dealing with
during or since COVID. | just don’t know.”

Side-by-Side Analysis of the Importance of Parent Education Events

Carter et al. (2026)
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Strongly
Believe/
Believe

School Counseling Curriculum

“I think what makes it really important is making sure that all students are getting the
information. All students deserve access to grade-specific information, and the best and
most comprehensive way to get it is to provide it through classroom curriculum.
Otherwise, you risk missing some students, some groups. That's an important part of
the MTSS Tier 1 process, the lessons that you provide.”

Individualized Planning
“Living through the pandemic, we've realized that that's something that all students are
definitely needing. We are getting so many questions, just a lack of understanding of

Neutral

School Counseling Curriculum

“l would say it's important. | mean it's not going to be— it can't be at the very top of the
priority list, because you just really don't have time to put all your resources into that,
you know, because of the emergency room type setting here.”

Individualized Planning

“Yeah, | think this one for me, is probably a little bit neutral . . . | would say it's
aspirational. | think it's beneficial in the moment, because it gets them to think about
planning, not just for the sophomore year, but also options that will be available to them
as juniors and seniors. The challenge for us has been coming back to it. We really have
not figured out a way, or you know, a method for continually returning to that with each
scheduling cycle. So it’s useful if they go back to it. | don't know how many kids, you
know, really actually go back and use it each year.”

Schoolwide Events

“I think it's important. . .because obviously the information that we're sharing we feel is
important. . .you know, when it's a school-wide event, you don't always have 100%
participation . . .So that's why I think we've gone to the length of—we go into the
classrooms so that way we can reach them. And then there’s way, way less students
that don't get it because we are able to do that. And so that's kind of been like
something that we've done, as opposed to ‘okay, we're gonna have these workshops’. |
mean, we still have open workshops and things like that.But we know that the amount
of kids who are going to show up is higher in the classroom.”

Parent Education Events

“The turmoil or whatever you want to call it—I think those needs have definitely
increased. The hard part is if we try to move away from that [college focus] as a
counseling group, and do more in that [wellness, social-emotional] space and less of
you know, college info nights, and come learn more about the SAT and ACT and test
optional and blah blah blah, we get a little bit of heat and push back of like, ‘Stay in your
lane. . . that's the information we want.’ So it’s tough to, you know, work around that
sometimes.”

Figure 5

High School Counselor Range of Beliefs in Importance of Universal Supports Facets of

Practice
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Skeptical | School Counseling Curriculum

“I don't know if it's been long enough for us to really be able to think about all those
things. | think we're still in this stage of like trying to get back to something normal. |
think last year, being our first year back on campus, it was just kind of like a “what are
we doing?” type of thing. So it’s definitely important but like, probably like a 5 out of 10
right now. It’s definitely important, but | don't know how that's really been the priority. |
think in some districts the priority is just getting back to something normal before
worrying about—really focusing on that curriculum.”

Individualized Planning
None

Schoolwide Events

“I guess I'm a believer in probably, you know, the smaller the better. | think the more
you can do individually, the better. The more you can do small groups as opposed to
classroom groups the better. The more you can do classroom as opposed to whole
grade, the better. | don't know how much effectiveness we have, you know, when we
pull 475 kids into the theater, walk through a slideshow, or something like that. You
know a good number are just going to be on their phones. They’re not necessarily going
to be processing or gaining from the instruction or the service that we're providing. So |
would just say smaller is better.”

Parent Education Events

“l would say, yes, it's important. It's important, but at the same time | feel like it's really
only the parents who are involved or privileged, and the students that have parents who
are involved that attend these things right now. And so, | don't know that it's really
marketing itself for students whose parents maybe have a language barrier or maybe
they work 2 or 3 jobs, and they're just not able to spend that time like some other
parents are . . . Also, this is the first year back [since COVID] that I've done parent
events, and a lot of people still don't want to go around large crowds. So we’re seeing
very small numbers of parents when we hold our events still. So I think, yeah,it is
important as a counselor. We need to get out there, but | think people are still a little bit
afraid or they have a lot going on . . . | definitely see the value and the importance of it. |
just don’t know how important parents think they are in the scheme of everything else
they’re dealing with during or since COVID. | just don’t know.”

Figure 5 (Continued)
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Respondents High

School counselors who strongly believe all
manner and type of universal supports are
essential. These counselors have a strong
belief in the need for all facets of practice
drawn from: (1) Core Curriculum, (2)
Individualized Planning, (3) Schoolwide
Events, (4) Parent Education Events. These
counselors may also believe that these
practices are efficacious and needed
particularly during/since the COVID-19
pandemic.

School counselors who mostly believe all
manner and type of universal supports are
essential. These counselors have a moderate
belief in the need for some, but not all facets
of practice drawn from: (1) Core Curriculum,
(2) Individualized Planning, (3) Schoolwide
Events, (4) Parent Education Events. These
counselors may also strongly believe that
these practices are efficacious and needed
particularly during/since the COVID-19
pandemic.

School counselors who mostly disbelieve all
manner and type of universal supports are
essential. These counselors may have a belief
in the need for 1-2 facets of practice drawn
from: (1) Core Curriculum, (2) Individualized
Planning, (3) Schoolwide Events, (4) Parent
Education Events. These counselors may also
have serious doubts/reservations about
particular practices, and they tend to question
whether these practices are efficacious and
needed, particularly during/since the COVID-
19 pandemic.

School counselors who disbelieve all manner
and type of universal supports are essential,
including facets of practice drawn from: (1)
Core Curriculum, (2) Individualized Planning,
(3) Schoolwide Events, (4) Parent Education
Events. These counselors have serious doubts
about all facets and tend to question whether
these practices are efficacious and needed,
particularly during/since the COVID-19
pandemic.

LOW

Figure 6

Volume 8§(1)

Responses

Counselor responses strongly agree or
agree that all 4 facets of practice are
essential and describe them as equally
important/as a priority for their school
sites/professional practices.

Counselor responses strongly agree or
agree that many (at least 2-3) facets of
practice are essential but may not
describe them as equally important/as a
priority for their school sites/professional
practices.

Counselor responses strongly agree or
agree that only a few (1-2) facets of
practice are essential and may not
describe them as equally important/as a
priority for their school sites/professional
practices. Most of their responses
disagree or strongly disagree that the
facets of practice are essential.

Counselor responses disagree or strongly
disagree that the facets of practice are
essential. Their responses describe them
as unimportant for their school
sites/professional practices.

Construct Map of school counselors’ range of beliefs in the importance of universal

supports

Carter et al. (2026)

34



Journal of School-Based Counseling Policy & Evaluation

1

-2

|
|
|
|
|
XXXXXXXX |
|

X|

|

|

|

XXX |

|

|

XXXXXXXX |

X|

pod|

|

|

XXXX|
XXXX|14.2

XXX|10.2 19.2

XXXXXXXX|4.
XXX|9.
XXX|8.

XXXXXXXXXX|7.
XXXXX|1.
XXXXXXX|5.
XXXXXX|2.

XXX |
XXXXXXXX|3.
XXXX|6.
X|14.1

NNNNNNN

NN

X|5.1 7.1 8.1 10.1 11.1 19.1

XX|1.1

11.
12.
2 b
16.
21.
155

|4.1 18.1 20.1

X|16.1

¥|2.1 12.1 13.1
19.1 17.1
13.1 6.1 21.1

|

|

115.1
Xl

|

|

|

Figure 7

Volume 8§(1)

Wright Map of Person Proficiencies and Item Thresholds for the USIS Scale

Each X on the Wright map represents 1.2 cases
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The United States K-12 education system is riddled with inequities within the
intersection of race and disabilities; relatedly, the school counseling literature also
demonstrates a similar gap in the literature. As a result, through three case
illustrations we highlight the unique experiences of historically marginalized
students of color with disabilities, we illustrate the multiplex intersection of race
and disability and how a school counselor can utilize leadership, advocacy, and
social justice for systemic change. To demonstrate how school counselors can drive
change, we include three cases which are structured around the ADDRESSING
framework (Hays, 2022). Further, we use this model to support school counselors
in systematically considering the complexities of identity, overlapping cultural
influences, and the connections to practice. These case illustrations demonstrate
school counselors’ advocacy to understand and decrease oppressive policies and
increase toward culturally affirming practices and access.

Keywords: school counselors, disability, intersection, historically marginalized
students

Intersectionality of Race and Disability: The School Counselors’ Role in Policy Reformation

The role of a school counselor involves advocacy, social justice, and systemic change to remove
barriers for all students (American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2022a). This includes
addressing the unique needs of students of color with disabilities (SWDs), thereby ensuring
culturally affirming practices and educational access. To aid school counselors in fulfilling this
responsibility, this article first focuses on explaining the ADDRESSING framework (i.e., a model
used to understand the complexities of membership, the intersection of majority and historically

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Jenna M. Alvarez, Miami
University, Educational Psychology, Counselor Education, 201F McGuftfey Hall, 210 E. Spring
Street, Oxford, OH 45056. Email: alvarej6(@MiamiOH.edu.
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marginalized membership, and the connections to practice) (Hays, 2022, 2024). According to Hays
(2024), the ADDRESSING framework can be applied to a variety of settings such as a psychology
training clinic (Lake et al., 2022), clinical practice related to body size (Brennan, 2018), and
pertaining to the impact on therapeutic relationship (Murad-Martinez, 2022). Since the
ADDRESSING framework is primarily rooted in clinical counseling psychology practice with no
known application to the K-12 educational setting, we incorporate the ASCA National Model
(2019a). Next, we discuss how overlapping systems of oppression can affect students’ educational
pursuits and success, based on students’ intersecting identities. Specifically, we define
intersectionality generally; then, we discuss students with disabilities (SWDs) and historically
marginalized students of color through a lens of intersectionality. Then we discuss the role of
school counselors in supporting students of Color with Disabilities. In the rest of this paper, we
use the ADDRESSING framework to help school counselors address systemic barriers and
intersectionality in educational settings. We present three unique case illustrations that focus on
policy, demonstrating how school counselors can create systemic change to support students of
color with disabilities using this framework. Finally, we discuss implications for educational
systems, including policy and advocacy to support school counselors’ work in removing barriers
for all students.

The ADDRESSING Framework

The ADDRESSING framework (Hays, 2022) is a model for examining the whole person
(counselor and/or client) to understand the interaction of power and marginalization, or what
Hays refers to as “majority and minority membership,” among cultures or persons’ identities. This
framework aligns with the theory of intersectionality by positioning identities as complex, and
acknowledging that one individual possesses multiple identities that interact or compound.
Because the theory of intersectionality acknowledges the overlapping systems of oppression,
power, privilege, and politics, the ADDRESSING framework serves as a vehicle or stepping
stone for school counselors to understand the systemic oppressive forces impacting
underrepresented groups. Further, the ADDRESSING framework also aligns with the MSJCC, yet
expands on this previous approach by providing practical, concrete steps for school counseling
implementation, which, to our knowledge, is novel and needed within the literature.

Each of the ten letters of the ADDRESSING framework stands for an identity in which an
individual could hold majority or historically marginalized membership. The two “Ds”
within the ADDRESSING framework focus on Developmental disability and Disability

acquired. The “E” within the framework focuses on Ethnicity and Racial identity. The other letters
highlight cultural characteristics of Age and generational influence, Religion and

spirituality, Socioeconomic status, Sexual orientation, Indigenous heritage, National origin, and
Gender. The ADDRESSING framework is a practitioner-oriented framework that conceptualizes
multicultural work in two broad categories: (1) personal work and (2) interpersonal work (Hays,
2022).

To use the ADDRESSING framework, first, a school counselor needs to be aware of their
own identities, beliefs, and commit to personal work. This begins with understanding the effects
of cultural influences on their own beliefs, thinking, behavior, and worldview. In her book,
Addressing Cultural Complexities in Counseling and Clinical Practice: An Intersectional
Approach, Hays (2022) encourages counselors to start by recognizing the areas in which they
are a member of privileged groups and to become more aware of the ways in which those identities

Alvarez et al. (2026) 2
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may limit their knowledge and experiences. It is important for school counselors to

work through the ADDRESSING acronym to reflect on their own identities and aspects of their
group membership that might hold power and privilege or that might be historically marginalized
and oppressed, as this may impact their work with students.

Secondly, school counselors need to commit to interpersonal work. To avoid inaccurate
generalizations based on someone’s physical appearance, the ADDRESSING framework helps
school counselors call attention to multiple identities and contexts interpersonally (i.e., between
themselves and students, families, staff, community members, etc). School counselors need to be
more than just aware of their own identities, but understand the identities their students hold as
well. With increased self-awareness and a better understanding of the student’s worldview, a
school counselor can advocate for the student to create a more equitable school environment
through policy reform.

Additionally, it has been suggested that because the ADDRESSING framework focuses on
individual specific identities, the model lacks attention to intersections of identities (Chin et al.,
2019). However, when we apply the theory of intersectionality as the foundation, these ten letters
within the model can help school counselors understand underrepresented groups and oppressive
forces -- not just the identities that are present, but how oppressive forces might impact those
identities and the corresponding interpersonal dynamics between individuals and settings. Through
interpersonal work, school counselors can better understand how the intersections of identities
impact their students at the individual and interpersonal levels. This is especially important in the
school setting, as school is a microcosm of society. By utilizing the ADDRESSING framework,
from a foundationally lens of intersectionality, our goal of this paper is illuminate ways school
counselors can take an active role to recognize and acknowledge their own identities (personal
work) and those of their students of color with disabilities (interpersonal work) to advocate and
drive policy change.

Intersectionality of Student Race and Disability

The term “intersectionality” describes how two or more identities, such as race, ability, language,
and socioeconomic class, intersect and overlap to create individuals with unique experiences
(Crenshaw, 1989). However, the theory of intersectionality is not just about identity at the
individual or interpersonal level; it also focuses on overlapping systems of oppression, power,
privilege, and politics (Cho et al., 2013; Crenshaw, 1989; Mayes & Moore, 2016). Given the long
history of systemic racism and educational oppression permeating Unites States (U.S.) public
education, school environments continue to operate in ways that are strategically harmful to
students of color (Holcomb-McCoy, 2022; Love, 2019; Mayes & Byrd, 2022). For example, school
policies use as zero tolerance policies often still perpetuate these harmful practices creating
opportunity gaps for students. In 2021, approximately 15% of all students enrolled in America’s
schools identified as Black; 28.5% were Hispanic/Latinx; and 1% as American Indian/Indigenous
Persons (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2023). This demonstrates a near
majority of students of color in America’s schools. As one of the education systems’ first
responders, it is imperative that school counselors recognize and address bias, racism, and
discrimination through interventions, advocacy, and policy reformation. This includes the
overrepresentation of students from racially marginalized backgrounds in special education
programs (Hines et al., 2021).

Black and Brown students who are identified as needing special education services face

Alvarez et al. (2026) 3



Intersectionality of Race and Disability Volume 8(1)

unique challenges and barriers due to their belonging to more than one marginalized group. Racism
and ableism contribute to overly oppressive educational environments for students of color with
disabilities. Schools, through curriculum and behavioral norms, center White, able-bodied
students, leaving students of color with disabilities pushed well beyond the margins (Hines et al.,
2021). Methods utilized to assess and identify students for special education programs are overtly
racist, including the use of IQ tests that have long been deemed as culturally biased (Blanchett et
al., 2009; Frederick & Shifrer, 2018). Statistics continue to show that Black students are
overrepresented in special education, accounting for less than 15% of total K-12 enrollment but
17% of SWDs (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Black students are also more likely to be
identified with specific learning disabilities, intellectual disability, and emotional disturbance
(Barrio & Allen, 2024; Shell, 2020; Tefera & Fischman, 2020). Labels such as these can make
students feel responsible for their academic difficulties, ignore the need for systemic change, create
a deficit-focus view of students, and dismiss educational inequities (Garwood & Carrero, 2023).
Also, due to these special education identifications, Black students are overwhelmingly placed in
self-contained classrooms, contributing to continued school segregation from their non-Black and
non-special education peers (Garwood & Carrero, 2023; Mayes & Moore, 2016).

Many Hispanic/Latinx students encounter both overrepresentation and underrepresentation
in special education (Cruz & Firestone, 2022; Vega et al., 2016). Hispanic/Latinx students are more
likely to be identified as needing special education services for specific learning disabilities (Cruz
& Firestone, 2022; U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Researchers suggest the
misidentification of Hispanic/Latinx students in special education is more likely to occur in
predominantly White school districts due to educators’ lack of cultural understanding of the needs
of students who are English Language Learners (ELLs) or culturally diverse (Fletcher & Navarrete,
2011; Ford, 2012; Guiberson, 2009; Vega et al., 2016).

Racial inequities in special education identification pathologize not just a student’s skin
color, but also their bodies and brains. Repeated exposure to educational discrimination and
teacher bias (Brown & Chu, 2012; Hope et al., 2014), as well as limited access to resources and
opportunities can make students of color with disabilities have lower self-esteem and lower
postsecondary aspirations for themselves (Holcomb-McCoy, 2022; Mayes & Moore, 2016). As a
result, SWDs graduate at lower rates than their non-disabled peers (NCES, 2019), however,
Black SWDs are 1.5 times more likely to drop out of school than White SWDs (Schifter, 2020). Black
SWDs are also less likely to graduate with a regular high school diploma and more likely to earn a certificate
of completion (Blanchett et al., 2009).

School Counselors and Intersectionality: Serving Students of Color with Disabilities

All counselors, including school counselors, are called to utilize a lens of intersectionality, which
we see through the Multicultural Social Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCC; Ratts &
Greenleaf, 2018; Ratts et al., 2016). As a necessary skill within the MSJCC, school counselors
should possess “culturally responsive critical thinking skills to gain insight into how stereotypes,
discrimination, power, privilege, and oppression influence privileged and marginalized
clients[students]” (pg. 8). Using these competencies, school counselors advocate for and provide
counseling services to support students with intersecting identities, acknowledging that students
may be marginalized by some identities while simultaneously being privileged by others (Ratts &
Greenleaf, 2018). School counselors can use these competencies to critically assess school policies
that reinforce stereotypes and oppressive practices and then advocate for the creation of new
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policies. Furthermore, school counselors serve all students through a culturally affirming
comprehensive school counseling program (CSCP), aiming to create a welcoming school
environment and decrease systemic barriers (ASCA, 2022a). Grounded in their ethical standards
(ASCA, 2022a), school counselors demonstrate the belief that all students can be successful,
promote cultural competence toward a safer, more inclusive school, and understand how prejudice,
privilege, and various forms of oppression affect students (ASCA, 2022a). This necessary work is
supported by ASCA position statements. Mainly, according to ASCA (2021), school counselors
engage in antiracism by interrogating and dismantling racist practices and policies harmful to
Black and Brown students. ASCA (2022b) also outlines the role of school counselors supporting
SWDs, including an overview of related laws (e.g., IDEA). Thus, through ethical code and position
statements, ASCA reinforces school counselors’ pivotal role in supporting students who have
identities that have been historically marginalized based on race/ethnicity and disability status. At
the same, absent from these documents is the focus on intersectional identities, such as the
compounding, interactive impact of race/ethnicity and disability. In addition, these statements also
lack practical recommendations. How can school counselors best serve and support students of
color with disabilities? This is an important question to ask ourselves, as approximately 14% of
the students enrolled in public schools in the U.S. identify as having a disability, and just over half
of those SWDs are Black and Brown students (NCES, 2019).

While the concept of intersectionality is addressed limitedly in ASCA ethics and position
statements, we have seen some burgeoning coverage in the school counseling literature. For
instance, Chan and Colleagues (2021) recommended using a school-based Intersectionality-Based
Policy Analysis to conceptualize serving male students of color, centering school policies to
combat oppression. Additionally, Ieva and colleagues (2022) studied social justice group
counseling training for pre-service school counselors, emphasizing intersectionality. Other
scholars examined LGBTQ+ students of color, related to their intersectional identities and
experiences with school counselors (Yoon et al., 2024). Wright and Chan (2022) discussed school
counselors applying intersectionality theory when facilitating career interventions for students
with historically marginalized identities, and most recently, Albright and colleagues (2026)
discussed ways to broach the topic of race in disability in school counseling.

Next, regarding disabilities, scholars have primarily focused on preparation and school
counselors’ roles when working with SWDs (see Alvarez et al., 2020; Goodman-Scott et al., 2019;
Milsom & Akos, 2003). Absent from this literature is intersectionality around examining students
of color who also have disabilities. Most closely related, Shillingford and colleagues (2021)
reviewed school counselors' roles utilizing the ASCA National Model and Multi-tiered Systems
of Supports (MTSS) to serve Black Males diagnosed with Dyslexia. While this publication is a
helpful start, authors did not address the importance of school counselors utilizing the
intersectionality lens, specifically when serving this population. Further, Ratts and Greenleaf
(2018) noted the importance of school counselors utilizing the MSJCC framework to not only
understand intersectionality but also intentionally incorporate it within professional practice.
While the MSJCC is seminal in guiding counselors to utilize intersectionality, social justice, and
culturally affirming practices, client identities are discussed broadly and primarily within the lens
of the counseling relationship, rather than content specific to students of color with disabilities and
the recommendations are also general across all counseling specialty areas, rather than school
counseling specifically. In sum, there remains a gap in the school counseling literature focusing
specifically on the intersection of identities related to students of color who also have a disability,
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and the need for practical suggestions for school counselors to utilize when serving this critical
student group.

Case Illustration

In this section, we demonstrate how to apply the ADDRESSING framework into practice with
three unique, fictional case illustrations. These case illustrations highlight the intersections of
student race and disability while also sharing advocacy strategies to promote student equity, create
a positive school climate, and work to eliminate racist and ableist policies and practices in schools.
Guided by the ADDRESSING framework (Hays, 2022), with the theory of intersectionality as the
foundation, and in expanding the MSJCC (Ratts et al., 2016), we aim for our case illustrations to
illuminate the importance of understanding the intersection of identities and the dynamics of
power, privilege, and oppression that influence the counseling relationship (Crenshaw, 1989),
specifically within the context of school counseling and serving students of color with disabilities.
Although the case illustrations presented in this paper were specifically crafted for this paper, they
are informed by our previous experiences as school counselors, including real-world challenges
and situations encountered in school settings. Thereby, we aim to provide realistic and relevant
content to enhance the practical applicability of the ADDRESSING framework to the school
counseling profession.

Case Illustration #1: Elementary School Counselor

Mrs. Green is a Black, middle-aged, cisgender, queer woman who is an elementary school
counselor in a predominantly White suburban school setting where 5% of her student population
is Hispanic/Latinx and 15% of students have a disability. Since kindergarten, Mrs. Green has been
working closely with Blake, who is an undocumented 3rd-grade student with a specific learning
disability. Blake currently receives ELL services and interventions for reading and math. Blake has
been struggling academically. Mrs. Green has established a great working relationship with
Blake’s parents. Recently, she has been struggling to communicate since the school board updated
its spending policies, which led to the district cutting interpreter positions and creating a language
barrier for many students and families, including Blake.

Blake “crumbles” each school day right before English Language Arts (ELA), where peers
bully her for her inability to “keep up,” repeatedly calling her a “dummy” and stupid. Mrs. Green
has utilized the Check-In/Check-Out (CICO) system, which is a research-based intervention that
can be adapted to support students and provide timely feedback (Bundock et al., 2020; Goodman-
Scott et al., 2025). Additionally, this system has allowed Mrs. Green to collect data on Blake’s
progress throughout the years, which notes a 50% decrease in meltdowns before ELA over the
academic years. By addressing Blake’s academic, social, and emotional needs using CICO, Blake
has grown tremendously in the last academic year. However, Blake’s grades have been declining
as the bullying incidents have increased.

Connection to the School Counselor and the ADDRESSING Framework
Mrs. Green uses the ADDRESSING framework to note that she holds majority membership as a

middle-aged, upper-middle-class, U.S.-born, Christian, able-bodied person. She holds some
minority membership within the ADDRESSING framework as a Black woman and lesbian.

Alvarez et al. (2026) 6



Journal of School-Based Counseling Policy & Evaluation Volume 8§(1)

Through reflective work, Mrs. Green realizes that while she is a parent of a SWD, she does not
have first-hand experience as a person with a disability or experience as an undocumented student.
She learns that Hispanic/Latinx students can either be overrepresented or underrepresented in
special education (Vega et al., 2016). Additionally, through her research related to The Individuals
with Disabilities Act (IDEA, 2004), Individualized Education Plans (IEP), and related to service
minutes, Mrs. Green discovers that the services she has been providing to Blake through CICO
and small groups can legally be written into her IEP. Mrs. Green worked with the special education
director and IEP team to advocate for school counseling services within Blake’s IEP by
highlighting information included in IDEA around social-emotional support; the team agreed to
include these supports.

Additionally, to address the barriers related to communication, Mrs. Green discovers that
under IDEA Sec. 300.322, her school and district must ensure, at a bare minimum, that an
interpreter be available for Blake’s parents as it relates to IEP meetings. However, the district’s
spending policy led to cut interpreters completely, including for IEP meetings. Mrs. Green
advocates at the district level, noting the legal rights of her students and families, such as Blake, to
have access to interpreters for these meetings. Through her advocacy efforts, Mrs. Green achieved
significant success and is currently collaborating with the district to revise the recently approved
spending policy by the school board. She is also developing an advocacy plan to reinstate
interpreter services for all forms of communication and is working to incorporate multilingual
materials within her culturally affirming CSCP, all while adhering to the spending policy. This
facilitated awareness related to knowledge gaps, prompting Mrs. Green to address the legal
responsibilities of the district to reinstate interpreter services for Blake as well as other students
impacted.

Connection to the Student and the ADDRESSING Framework

As noted earlier, Blake was being bullied by her peers for her academic performance. Since SWDs
can be continuously bullied at a higher rate than their peers, it is important for key stakeholders to
address social and communication differences (Rose & Gage, 2017). To address bullying, Mrs.
Green initiated five different small groups of three SWDs and three peer models to provide
psychoeducation on how to identify bullying and report and communicate situations of bullying.
The 30 students served in these groups scored an average of 60% on the pre-test, which was
focused on defining bullying and reporting incidents correctly, with the average increasing to 88%
on the post-test. Through serving Blake in this group, Mrs. Green helped her learn to identify
incidents of bullying, how to communicate, and seek support from adults when she is being
mistreated. Since the completion of the group, Blake has reported four incidents of bullying with
three of the four being appropriate reports where Blake was called stupid and then pushed by a peer
and one incident where a peer said she did not like Blake’s shoes.

Through CICO, Mrs. Green was able to provide ongoing positive reinforcement when
Blake correctly reported mistreatment and feedback on how to handle comments that are unkind
but not considered bullying. Another critical step that school counselors can take in addressing
school culture is to create a positive environment for SWDs (Milsom, 2006) and continue to work
toward cultural competence within the school to create inclusive spaces. Mrs. Green worked with
her students of color with disabilities to understand their unique lived experiences and ways to
foster a safe school culture, which resulted in the creation of Mindful-Mondays focused on positive
peer interactions and providing psychoeducation around peer-to-peer engagement and problem-
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solving skills to all students. As a result of Mindful-Mondays, Mrs. Green reported a 25% decrease
in referrals to the counseling department for peer conflicts and 20% increase in WOW awards
(tickets used to reinforce positive student behavior as part of the school’s Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) tier 1 initiatives).

Case Illustration #2: Middle-School Application

Ms. Miller is a young, White, cisgender woman who is in her third year of being a middle-school
school counselor. She works in a school and district where 20% of the student population are
students of color. In addition, roughly 12% of the students at the school are individuals with
disabilities. Ms. Miller has been working closely with Colin, a Black student with dyslexia who
recently moved to the school during the beginning of her 8th-grade year. They quickly establish
rapport and Colin discloses that she does not feel supported by her teachers. Colin is a high-
achieving student who works hard in all her classes and currently has all As and Bs. However,
Colin often experiences strong emotions and is easily overwhelmed as she holds herself to high
standards, which has led her to miss school. Her learning disability impacts the amount of effort
required to do well in her classes, adding to her overwhelmed feelings.

Ms. Miller has witnessed discrimination by school staff towards Colin in the form of off-
handed comments about her inability to “keep it together” by stating that she is “over-emotional”
and should be “with those students.” Colin has received harsher punishments than other students
for missing class as well as being denied opportunities to make up classwork, resulting in lower
grades. This treatment has caused Colin to break down emotionally, making it challenging for her
to manage her anger and frustration, often leading to emotional outbursts. Since the school has a
zero-tolerance policy, Colin has faced disciplinary action and been suspended. Thus, the IEP team
decided to meet to discuss a change of placement for Colin. This would mean removing Colin
from being educated with her non-disabled peers (inclusion model) by placing her in a resource
room (self-contained classroom).

Connection to the School Counselor and the ADDRESSING Framework

After witnessing discrimination against Colin and expecting the upcoming IEP meeting, Ms.
Miller decides to collect additional data on the number of students of color with disabilities. She
compares their IEPs to those of their White peers and reviews their goals, accommodations, Least
Restrictive Environment (LRE) placements, and disciplinary records. After analyzing the data, she
learned that over 50% of students of color with disabilities at her school are placed in resource
rooms compared to the 15% of White SWDs. Through meeting with students of color with
disabilities at her school, she learned that many have faced similar experiences as Colin. Through
her own research, she learns that these inequalities are not isolated to her school and students. She
discovers that the district and school policies are rooted in harmful practices, creating inequities
for students of color with disabilities. Ms. Miller determined that the information needed to be
shared with her principal and advocated for her attendance at Colin’s IEP meeting.

In preparation for the IEP meeting, Ms. Miller uses the ADDRESSING framework to
consider the cultural complexities of her own identities and those of her students. She recognizes
that as a White, cisgender, able-bodied person, she holds power and privilege within the school and
may not be able to relate directly to the experiences of her historically marginalized students.
However, through this interpersonal work of utilizing the ADDRESSING framework she learns
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how to use her position of power to advocate for change as a school counselor. For example, she
initiates the development of a culturally affirming CSCP, involving a student focus group as part
of the process to ensure student voices are included. This resulted in the first CSCP at the middle-
school, rooted in culturally affirming practices and based on student experiences. Secondly, she
works to create a check-in process with each student of color with disabilities at her school
throughout the academic year. Then, she arranges a meeting with her principal and district special
education director to review LRE placements, school policies, and advocate for an internal audit
of all placements. Then, to create a more inclusive school, Ms. Miller develops an inclusive model
proposal rooted in prompting culture-affirming practices to address current systemic issues
impacting her students to present to the school board. Through this work, her goal is to reshape
the school’s culture, utilizing the theory of intersectionality to dismantle practices and polices
where students such as Colin are discriminated against based on their intersectional identities.

Connection to the Student and the ADDRESSING Framework

Through her understanding of the ADDRESSING framework, Ms. Miller uses this knowledge as
a foundation in collaboration with Colin’s parents so she can gain more insight and understanding
of Colin’s lived experiences prior to the IEP meeting. She discovered that Colin had experienced
some racial discrimination at her previous school and often felt isolated. During the IEP meeting,
Ms. Miller recognized the critical role she plays in advocating for Colin’s educational rights and
confronting the discrimination Colin continues to face.

Additionally, at the meeting, she presented literature related to best practices on how to
support Black students with dyslexia and advocated for additional accommodations. After the
meeting, Ms. Miller teaches Colin self-advocacy skills and strategies to support her when
overwhelming feelings arise when experiencing discrimination or mistreatment. Thus
demonstrating how Ms. Miller used the ADDRESSING framework to foster awareness, increase
her understanding, utilize her skills, and initiate change.

Ms. Miller collected survey data from students of color with disabilities who engaged in
the check-in process during the academic year. Of the 25 students, 20 completed the survey with
90% reporting a shift in the school culture, additional support from teachers, and additional
accommodations to actively engage in courses with their peers. Additionally, the internal audit on
school policies and LRE with her principal and district special education director confirmed Ms.
Miller’s findings that students of color with disabilities are placed in resource rooms at a higher
rate than their White peers with disabilities. The leadership team worked with Ms. Miller to create
professional development training for staff as well as an internal process check-list to utilize during
the IEP process. As a result, students' rights to a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) were
addressed through Ms. Miller’s leadership and advocacy efforts.

Moreover, Ms. Miller advocated forming a team of key stakeholders to examine all district
policies that perpetuate systemic and oppressive practices. This team identified 15 specific policies
that need revision to promote more inclusive and equitable educational environments. Then the
policies were released for public comment and later presented to the school board for approval.
This demonstrates how school counselors can use their advocacy skills to drive policy reform.

Case Illustration #3: High School Application

Mr. Bolden is a Black, cisgender man who has worked at a suburban school called London High
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as a 9th-12th grade school counselor for three years. Jamie is a 9th-grade Black SWDs at London
High. Mr. Bolden learns that due to some personal and academic challenges, there is a chance that
Jamie might be retained for his freshman year as he is in danger of not getting enough credits to
be promoted. He currently has a 2.5 GPA due to failing a few classes. Jamie has a dual diagnosis
of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and dysgraphia and has had an IEP since middle
school. Jamie does not have strong peer connections but is interested in participating in baseball
next year.

Mr. Bolden, a former high school athlete, is empathetic to Jamie’s situation and understands
how getting involved in activities after school could be beneficial to his social and emotional
development while recognizing the district’s GPA policy could hinder Jamie’s involvement in
sports. In individual meetings with Mr. Bolden, Jamie expresses the embarrassment he feels
surrounding his disabilities, especially when his teachers make announcements to the entire class
about pulling him for services. He also gets frustrated because, despite his IEP, his teachers do not
seem to understand his disabilities. Jamie shares he is often bored and cannot focus in class, which
has led to several failing grades and disruptive behavior. The teachers seem to connect his
classroom disruptions with his ADHD diagnosis, but Jamie still has received office disciplinary
action for not being able to manage his emotions because of the school’s zero-tolerance policy.

Connection to the School Counselor and the ADDRESSING Framework

Mr. Bolden shares several intersecting identities with Jamie within the ADDRESSING framework
and connects to Jamie regarding his racial and gender identity, but he does not have a disability.
Using the ADDRESSING framework, a lens of intersectionality, and through collaboration with
Jamie, Mr. Bolden is able to gain an understanding of Jamie’s unique educational experiences.
Through his own research, Mr. Bolden learns that students of color with disabilities are 1.5 times
more likely to drop out of school (Schifter, 2020), coupled with his own lived experiences of being
a Black student in the educational system and the impacts that it had on him as a young Black man.
He acknowledges that, as a school counselor, he needs to utilize his leadership and advocacy skills
to create systemic change within London High. He recognizes the impact and barriers the school
district’s zero-tolerance discipline policy has had on students of color with disabilities, like Jamie.
Utilizing a culturally affirming CSCP, Mr. Bolden partners with the administration to launch
professional development trainings that address systemic issues and works to create welcoming
spaces to support students of color with disabilities. As a result of this training, in the third grading
period, discipline office referrals for students of color with disabilities were down 10% and
referrals increased by 20% to the counseling department for SEL support. Further, Mr. Bolden
advocates for changes in the district’s zero-tolerance policy by presenting to the school board,
utilizing data to dismantle a barrier preventing growth and success for students such as Jamie. His
advocacy efforts compelled the school board to create a special task force of key stakeholders
(students, teachers, administrators, parents, school counselors, and the community) to review the
zero-tolerance policy and make recommendations for a new policy the following academic year.

Connection to the Student and the ADDRESSING Framework
Mr. Bolden has worked to establish rapport with Jamie and can utilize his knowledge of the

ADDRESSING framework to provide psychoeducation around intersections of identity to Jamie.
However, Mr. Bolden recognizes that participation in sports will continue to help foster
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community and connection for Jamie at school. Yet, the current GPA policy is blocking Jamie’s
participation in sports. After doing a quick search, Mr. Bolden stumbles across a letter outlining
Section 504 and the connection to activities for SWDs as well as legal rights (U.S. Department of
Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2013). Utilizing this information, Mr. Bolden advocates for
Jamie in collaboration with the special education coordinator to remove this systemic barrier,
allowing Jamie the opportunity to engage in baseball. Mr. Bolden also recognizes that it will be
important for Jamie to learn how to advocate for his rights and accommodations. In partnership
with Jamie’s family, Mr. Bolden works to educate Jamie on his ADHD diagnosis, current services,
and accommodations within his IEP. Then, he helps Jamie learn how to advocate, engage in his
own [EP meetings, and learn effective communication strategies to work with his teachers.

Implications

Relatedly, at this time, the ADDRESSING framework has been used predominantly in clinical
counseling psychology practice, and this paper offers a new use of the framework. This article also
underscored the importance of understanding and practicing the MSJCC framework (Ratts et al.,
2016), providing a novel perspective not otherwise seen in the literature, with implications for both
practice and systemic change (i.e., policy, leadership, and advocacy). To do this, we utilized the
ADDRESSING framework (Hays, 2022) to provide concrete practice examples for school
counselors to utilize intersectionality in serving students of color with disabilities. As a result,
school counselors can utilize not only the conceptual content in this article but also the practical
implications through the case illustrations. Practicing and pre-service school counselors can apply
this combination of content and examples to their practice in the schools, enabling them to work
through each of the steps in the ADDRESSING framework, in their unique setting.

Incorporating the ADDRESSING Framework

Each case illustration provides a unique example of how school counselors can incorporate the
ADDRESSING framework into their work by examining their own intersecting identities and
membership within groups that have been historically privileged or marginalized and how these
experiences might influence choices, biases, and advocacy efforts when serving students of color
with disabilities. Additionally, to create a culturally affirming environment supporting inclusion
and removing systemic barriers, the school counselors in the case illustrations explored the
intersecting identities of their students related to how race-based and disability-based educational
experiences, rooted in teacher bias, racism, ableism, and discriminatory school policies, impact
their students’ academic success. As such, all three school counselors took the time to become
aware of their own cultural identities, understand the multiple identities of their students, and
recognize how the school setting may have acted as a system of power that oppressed their students.
Through reflection and self-awareness, these school counselors acted as leaders and change agents
in their schools. Closely related to an intersectionality lens, these self-reflective practices align
with Mayes and Byrd’s (2022) antiracist framework, such as actively engaging in ongoing self-
reflection and implementing culturally responsive and antiracist school counseling approaches and
CSCPs.

Advocacy for Policy Change
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School counseling is grounded in systemic change, social justice, and advocacy (ASCA, 2025),
and these efforts require effort across many levels or systems, therefore we offer multi-systemic
levels of implications, shaping policy at various levels. To start, as a result of our article, we ask:
how can intersectionality (i.e., through the application of the ADDRESSING framework) be more
purposefully integrated into key school counseling approaches and documents? Examples include
the ASCA National Model (2025), ASCA position statements, and best practices in school
counseling (i.e., school counselor interventions; data collection and analysis, etc.). Next, as school
counseling exists within the context of K-12 education, how can other educational frameworks
also more purposefully center intersectionality, such as Multi-tiered Systems of Supports, Social
Emotional Learning, culturally sustaining practices, trauma-informed practices, and so on. In
tandem, school counseling and educational leaders/organizations can also elevate the conversation
on intersectionality, such as embedding related concepts and practical examples in organizational
mission and vision statements, as well as practical work (i.e., member services, training, research,
and lobbying). Counseling and education are also influenced by regional, state, and federal policy,
laws, and funding. As a result, how can school counseling professionals and organizational
lobbyists identify and partner with willing legislators and other key influential decision-makers, to
embed the concepts of intersectionality throughout said policy and laws, and thereby influencing
funding?

Through these case illustrations, we highlight several aspects of school culture and policy
that can be oppressive to students of color with disabilities with recommendations for advocacy
(see Table 1 for summary of advocacy and policy recommendations). Research supports that
students of color with disabilities receive higher frequency and harsher disciplinary measures
compared to their other peers (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Thus, we address this policy issue by
suggesting school counselors get involved in policy change that provides more emotional support
and environmental/academic accommodation to SWDs instead of harsher punishments such as
school suspension or refusal to allow making up missing work for missed class time (as seen in
Colin and Jamie’s illustrations). Supports can include the check-in check-out intervention, small
and larger group psychoeducation for students about topics such as bullying and problem solving,
and student focus groups to learn more about SWDs experiences and needs. We also recommend
looking at zero-tolerance policies and include multiple stakeholder voices to make changes that
will not negatively impact SWDs. GPA policies for participating in after school activities, such as
sports, can impact SWDs chances at participating with peers in activities that can enrich both their
school and social lives (as seen in Jamie’s illustration). Thus, we suggest advocacy to make
exceptions around this rule, taking a students’ disability into consideration.

Additionally, research suggests that students of color are more likely to be placed in higher
restrictive environments compared to their White peers (see Morgan, 2020). As such, we suggest
that school counselor’s facilitate internal audits to review Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) for
students of color with disabilities, to determine if their students are appropriately placed (as seen
in Colin’s illustration). This could also lead to policy change about how determination for LRE is
made within the district, with special attention to students of color with disabilities. We encourage
the use of literature, data, and professional development opportunities to educate school
administrators and staff on systemic issues and discrepancies in student treatment, as well as best
practices regarding specific disabilities such as dyslexia and ADHD. We also highlight possible
issues with interpreter services for families with language barriers and encourage school
counselors to be advocates for students who both need and deserve this service (as seen in Blake’s
illustration). Blake’s illustration also highlights the need for changes in school bullying policies,
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Table 1
Advocacy and Policy Change
Common Issue Case lllustration  Suggested Advocacy/Policy Change
Harsher disciplinary Colin & Jamie Compare disciplinary measures amongst
measures students to highlight any discrepancies

Advocacy for policy change to include increased
social/emotional support and
environmental/education accommodation for
SWDs, which could be written in the IEP to
reduce relying on disciplinary measures

Professional development for administrators and
staff to address systemic issues

More restrictive Colin Internal audit of all SWDs and their placements
learning environment for re-evaluation to determine if they are placed
in the least restrictive environment

Lack of appropriate Blake & Jamie Advocacy for school policy change that meets
services (barriers to IDEA rights to access appropriate services and
access to educational needs

services, barriers to

language interpreter Advocacy to take students’ disabilities into
services, barriers to consideration for exceptions to GPA rules for
access to after-school access to after-school activities

activities, etc.)

Increased risk of Blake Multi-tiered school counselor support from
bullying individual to classroom to whole school

intervention focused on reducing bullying and
providing emotional support to those
experiencing bullying, as well as teaching
problem-solving

Feeling misunderstood  Colin & Jamie Professional development for school staff to

by school staff address discrimination and best practices for
working with students with specific disabilities,
such as dyslexia and ADHD

Student focus groups to give SWDs a voice in
sharing their experiences and needs

given the increased risk of experiencing bullying that SWDs face (Rose & Gage, 2017). This could
include a multi-tiered approach to education and support within schools regarding bullying and
impact. Finally, school counselors can advocate for their own social/emotional support services to
be included on students’ IEPs (as seen in Blake’s illustration) to provide additional mental health
support to students of color with disabilities.

School Counselor Education

We believe in the power of education for improving knowledge, understanding, and
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implementation of useful skills and strategies. As such, we recommend education about models
and topics related to this area in both pre-service (during masters level courses) and in-service
learning. Notable models and topics to include in educational plans could include teaching,
discussion, self-reflection, and practical use of the ADDRESSING framework (Hays, 2022) and
the MSJCC (Ratts et al., 2016). Additionally, discussion and reflection about the intersection of
race and disability, school policies that impact these students, and advocacy skills to address
related issues would be valuable for school counselors. School counselors’ self-awareness of their
own biases and assumptions is an ongoing effort that should start in pre-service training as this
may impact how they view and work with students in future. The new 2024 standards of education
developed by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs
(CACREP, 2024), an educational governing system, does include education around advocacy for
individuals with disability (section A.4). However, the majority of educational requirements
around disability services is noted under the Rehabilitation Counseling section, which is separate
from both clinical and school counseling education. The standards do include a section on social
and cultural identities and experiences (section B.1-11) that incorporate education about cultural
difference, social justice, multigenerational trauma, and more, which are in line with issues noted
in this paper. Including more discussion about this topic with the intersection of disability would
help prepare school counselors to implement models, such as the ADDRESSING framework
(Hays, 2022), that could benefit their students.

Conclusion

This article aimed to identify the role school counselors can hold when serving students who have
intersecting identities of a historically marginalized race/ethnicity and being a student with
disability. We recommend Hay’s (2022) ADDRESSING framework as a model to assist school
counselors in reflecting on their own personal identities as well as the identities and needs of their
SWDs. Hay’s framework highlights the complexity of identity, including Age/Generation,
Disability (developmental), Disability (acquired), Religion/Spirituality, Ethnicity, Socioeconomic
Status, Sexual Orientation, Indigenous Heritage, National Origin, and Gender. We used three case
illustrations to highlight common issues that students of color with disabilities may face in their
school systems at the elementary, middle, and high school level. By applying the ADDRESSING
framework to their culturally affirming CSCP, school counselors can provide academic, career, and
social/emotional services that specifically support students of color with disabilities.

Although this conceptual article offers case illustration examples of how school counselors
can apply the ADDRESSING framework into their work to directly support students of color with
disabilities, the intersecting identities as a student of color and a person with a disability call for
continued research, advocacy, and policy changes. Further research to see the impact of use of the
ADDRESSING framework by school counselors would be a benefit in order to assess outcomes
on school counselor confidence and student success. Additionally, studying policy changes made
by school districts would be useful to see what impacts are seen by their students of color with
disabilities. In conclusion, we know that school counselors play a critical role in ensuring culturally
affirming practices within their schools and this can be achieved partly by implementing the
ADDRESSING framework in their work, acting as antiracist and anti-ableist counselors, and
purposefully advocating for historically marginalized students of color with disabilities.
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School counselors are responsible for providing services to all students, including
those eligible under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, through a comprehensive
school counseling model. This study using survey methodology examines the roles,
practices and beliefs of school counselors in relation to Section 504, focusing on
differences based on Title I status and geographic setting. A national survey of
school counselors (N = 609) revealed that 90% serve as case managers for Section
504 plans, with only 17.9% working solely in a consultation and collaboration role
in eligibility determinations. Additionally, 31% reported involvement in Section
504 disputes (due process, Office of Civil Rights (OCR) investigations, district
grievances). The majority of counselors (73.1%) agreed that managing 504 plans
creates a dual role, while 59.8% reported that this responsibility limits their ability
to implement a comprehensive counseling program. Inferential analysis showed
significant differences in beliefs about equitable access to 504 eligibility, with
counselors in Title I schools more likely to report equitable access. Implications of
practice and future research directions are discussed within.

Keywords: school counselor, Section 504, role, scope of practice, equitable beliefs

School counselors (SCs) play an essential role in supporting the educational and developmental
needs of all students, including those with disabilities (American School Counselor Association
[ASCA], 2022a). SCs design and implement comprehensive school counseling programs (CSCPs)
that address the holistic needs of every student (ASCA, 2023a). Within these programs, SCs serve
as advocates for equity, ensuring that students with disabilities receive appropriate services and
accommodations. Federal laws such as the Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, mandate
that students with disabilities receive accommodations to access education equitably
(Rehabilitation Act, 1973). However, unlike the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004), which is federally funded and supports structured special
education services, Section 504 is an unfunded civil rights statute implemented within general
education settings. This distinction creates variability in how accommodations are managed within
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schools, often placing SCs in roles that may conflict with their professional training and ASCA’s
position on working with students with disabilities. Given these challenges, this study utilizes a
national survey to examine school counselors' roles, beliefs, and practices related to Section 504.
By providing new quantitative insights, this study aims to identify systemic challenges and
opportunities for reform, particularly in relation to school economic status (Title I vs. non-Title |
schools).

Section 504 and SCs

Students with disabilities receive services under two legislative statutes: the Individuals with
Disabilities and Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004), a federally funded statute, and the
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, a civil rights statute. According to the most recent
data released by the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2024), of the 49.2
million students enrolled in public schools, 8.4 million students (17 %) were identified as having
a disability. Of these students identified with a disability, 6.8 million (14%) qualified for services
under IDEA and 1.6 million (3%) were served solely under Section 504. IDEA (2004) requires
students to meet eligibility under one of 13 disability categories to receive special education
services. As a result, these narrowed categories often overlooked students with disabilities who
did not meet IDEA criteria but still required protections for equitable access (Zirkel & McGuire,
2010; Zirkel, 2023). In contrast, Section 504 provides a broader framework. Section 504 mandates
that schools identify and evaluate students whose disabilities substantially limit one or more major
life activities (Zirkel, 2023). Although Section 504 is intended to protect all eligible students, its
broad eligibility criteria and non-funded nature disproportionately benefit families with greater
social capital, leaving underrepresented students at a disadvantage (Lewis & Muiiiz, 2023).

Prior to the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act (ADAAA,
2008), Section 504 was also more narrowly defined in terms of limitations to major life activities
(Zirkel & McGuire, 2010; Zirkel, 2023). The passage of the ADAAA expanded eligibility for
disability protections. For example, it recognized thinking and concentrating as impairments which
can limit a major life activity, and it introduced a non-exhaustive list of disabilities to ensure
broader eligibility (Zirkel, 2023). The Office for Civil Rights (OCR) issued guidance to further
define and interpret these changes, ensuring their consistent implementation in educational settings
(U.S. Department of Education, OCR, 2016). According to OCR guidance, the eligibility process
involves (1) identifying students who may have a disability, (2) conducting an evaluation that is
not limited to academic performance alone, (3) making an eligibility determination based on
whether the impairment substantially limits a major life activity, and (4) ensuring access to
accommodations and services without considering mitigating measures such as medication (OCR,
2016). The ADAAA (2008) expanded the scope of Section 504, emphasizing a broader and more
inclusive approach than IDEA. This expansion ensures that students who may not qualify for
special education services under IDEA still receive the necessary support to equitably access their
education (Zirkel & Weathers, 2016). While the passage of the ADAAA expanded access to
Section 504 services, disparities exist in who benefits from these protections (Lewis & Muiiiz,
2023; Zirkel & Gullo, 2024; Zirkel & Weathers, 2016). Although White students make up 46% of
the total K-12 population, they account for 60% of Section 504 recipients (OCR, 2024). In contrast,
Black and Hispanic students, who make up 15% and 28% of the population are underrepresented
at 12% and 21% respectively (OCR, 2024). Similarly, English Learners account for 11% of student
enrollment but only 5% of those served under Section 504 (OCR, 2024).
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Furthermore, due to the non-funded nature of Section 504, implementation occurs in
general education settings without support from special education programs (Zirkel, 2016). This
lack of funding has created a gap in the personnel responsible for managing services, often
resulting in SCs taking on the coordination and oversight of accommodations (Goodman-Scott &
Boulden, 2019; Madaus & Shaw, 2008). According to the position statement The School
Counselor and Section 504 Plan and Process (ASCA, 2024), ASCA states that SCs role within
the 504 process is to serve as part of the school's multidisciplinary team, acting on behalf of
students through advocacy, collaboration, and consultation. It further clarifies inappropriate roles
and scope of practice. For example, SCs should not make singular decisions related to 504 plans,
serve in any supervisory capacity, or write Section 504 plans (ASCA, 2024).

Despite ASCA’s clear guidance that SCs should not act as case managers or assume
administrative duties for Section 504 plans, studies suggest that SCs frequently fill these roles due
to gaps in assigned personnel inconsistencies (Goodman-Scott & Boulden, 2019; Madaus & Shaw,
2008). This misalignment with professional expectations presents multiple challenges for SCs,
particularly as the number of students qualifying for Section 504 accommodations continues to
rise. SCs often feel inadequately prepared to support students on Section 504 plans, citing limited
training both during their graduate programs and on the job (Goodman-Scott et al., 2018;
Kolodinsky et al., 2009; Romano et al., 2009). Goodman-Scott and Boulden’s (2019) qualitative
research further highlights key challenges including the time-intensive nature of case management,
strained relationships due to dual-role conflicts, and insufficient training for navigating legal and
procedural complexities. Additionally, the lack of standardization in Section 504 procedures
contributes to confusion and inequity in service delivery, disproportionately affecting historically
marginalized students (Lewis & Muiiiz, 2023). In their analysis, Lewis and Muiiiz (2023) found
that Section 504 plans are disproportionately concentrated in wealthier, often suburban school
districts, and underrepresented in high-poverty (Title I) schools, particularly those in urban and
rural areas. This suggests that implementation of 504 policies may vary significantly by district
context, making geographic location and socioeconomic status important variables to explore.
While Lewis & Muiiiz (2023) identified patterns of disproportionality, their work did not explore
the intersection of school counselors, including the impact of roles, practices and beliefs in relation
to their findings. The ASCA code of ethics provides guidance that SCs should be advocates for
students found in systems of inequalities, and this is further solidified in the ASCA position
statement that provides guidance of SCs as advocates for students with disabilities (ASCA, 2022a;
ASCA, 2022b). Building on these findings, it is essential to examine SCs roles, beliefs, and
practices in relation to Section 504 inequities and implementation. Research has underscored the
importance of aligning SCs’ responsibilities with their professional training to ensure equitable
service delivery (Goodman-Scott, 2015; Watkinson et al., 2018). However, the existing literature
on SCs’ work with students with disabilities is sparse, particularly regarding Section 504. A
content analysis of the first ten years of Professional School Counseling found that less than 10%
of published manuscripts focused on students with disabilities (Falco et al., 2011). A more recent
follow-up study by the same lead author categorized disability-related research within a broader
multicultural issues category, which also encompassed topics such as LGBTQ+ students, racial
and cultural identity, students in complex circumstances (e.g., homelessness, incarcerated parents,
undocumented status), and social justice themes. Collectively, these topics accounted for 13% of
published manuscripts (Falco et al., 2025). While this categorization reflects the growing emphasis
on diverse student needs, it also suggests that scholarship specifically addressing students with
disabilities and school counselors may receive less focused attention, highlighting a gap in the
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literature. A broader review of the literature at the time of this study revealed a significant gap in
research examining school counselors’ roles, beliefs, and responsibilities in supporting students
under Section 504, with no quantitative studies conducted since the implementation of the
ADAAA of 2008. Additionally, no studies were found exploring school counselors’ beliefs about
equity in Section 504 implementation. Prior to conducting this study, a comprehensive review of
counselor education journals identified only one publication in the past decade that examined
school counselors' and Section 504 (e.g., Goodman-Scott & Boulden, 2019). By the study’s
completion, a second article by the same authors had been published (e.g., Boulden & Goodman-
Scott, 2024). To develop a more comprehensive understanding of Section 504, particularly in the
context of the ADAAA, it was necessary to expand the literature review beyond counseling
journals and incorporate older research. This broader approach contextualizes the increase in
incidence of Section 504 eligibility, a critical factor that has not been adequately addressed in recent
studies on school counselors and Section 504.

The Current Study

Following the conceptualization and launch of this project, Boulden and Goodman-Scott (2024)
published the School Counselor Roles and Activities Instrument, a tool designed to categorize SC
engagement in Section 504-related activities. Our study compliments this foundation by
employing a national survey to examine the frequency, perceptions, and systemic factors
influencing school counselors’ roles, beliefs, practices and advocacy in the 504 process. This
distinction is critical, as our findings contribute empirical data to the broader discussion on school
counselors' responsibilities, policy compliance, and equity in Section 504 implementation. Given
the limited empirical research on this topic, our study provides much-needed quantitative insights
into SCs’ engagement with Section 504. The authors conducted a national survey to examine SCs’
experiences with Section 504 from a quantitative perspective. Specifically, the study aims to (a)
explore the frequency and incidence of SCs' roles and scope of practice in working with students
on 504 plans, (b) investigate their beliefs regarding Section 504 training, implementation, and
equity, (c) assess their compliance with current Section 504 laws, and (d) identify differences in
roles, beliefs based on geographic location, and economic status of schools as determined by Title
1 classification. The current study builds on prior qualitative findings and offers new quantitative
insights into the systemic challenges and opportunities for reform. By assessing the intersection of
training, equity, and practice, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how SCs can
better serve students with disabilities while adhering to their professional standards. The research
questions for this study were as follows:
1. To what extent do school counselors engage in specific roles and practices related to Section
504 plans, and how frequently do they perform these responsibilities?
2. To what extent do school counselors endorse beliefs related to Section 504 training,
implementation fidelity, and access?
3. To what extent do school counselors comply with current Section 504 requirements in their
daily practice?
4. Do school counselors’ roles and beliefs of Section 504 differ significantly based on
geographic location (rural, urban, suburban) and school socioeconomic status (Title I vs.
non-Title I)?

Method
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Our survey design was based on the methods used in previous national surveys by Swank and
colleagues (2019), who studied school counselors' perceptions of their roles in bullying prevention,
and by Joe et al. (2023), who examined school counselors’ beliefs, attitudes, and professional
behaviors related to sexual health and HIV prevention. Similarly, Brown and Armstrong (2022)
conducted a survey exploring school counselors' use of ethical decision-making models,
underscoring the importance of structured frameworks in guiding professional responsibilities.
Building on these frameworks, we adapted a similar methodology to investigate school counselors'
roles, beliefs, and practices within Section 504.

Procedure

We recruited a nationwide sample of SCs to ensure diverse representation across geographic
locations, school economic statuses (Title I vs. non-Title I), and school types (urban, suburban,
rural). We administered the survey in early Fall 2024 and kept it open for 25 days to increase the
caliber of rigor (Griffith & Villares, 2023). We used a non-probability convenience sampling
method, combined with snowball sampling, to enhance response rates. After obtaining Institutional
Review Board (IRB) approval, we distributed the study announcement via social media platforms,
various state counseling associations, and professional contacts across several states. The
announcement included a URL and QR code directing participants to the online Qualtrics survey.
Before starting the survey, participants were required to provide informed consent and confirm
that they were licensed or credentialed, practicing SCs. We redirected those who did not consent
or meet the criteria to the end of the survey. Participants were given the option to enter a drawing
to win one of two $100 Visa gift cards as an incentive.

Participants

The study initially included 855 participants. We applied listwise deletion to remove cases with
incomplete or missing data, resulting in a final sample of 609 participants. To ensure the study had
sufficient power to detect meaningful effects, we conducted a power analysis using G*Power
software (Creswell & Guetterman, 2025). For the ANOVA, the analysis was based on a priori
criteria, with an alpha level of 0.05, a power of 0.95, and a medium effect size (Cohen’s f= 0.25).
GPower indicated that a minimum of 252 participants were needed for the ANOVA. With a final
sample of 609 participants, the study exceeded the required sample size, ensuring sufficient power
to detect significant differences in SCs’ roles and beliefs regarding Section 504 for the analysis.

The majority of participants identified as female (n = 570, 93.6%), followed by male (n =
35, 5.7%), non-binary/third gender (n = 2, .2%), and two participants (0.3%) who preferred not to
disclose their gender. Participants represented various school settings, including suburban schools
(n =271, 44.5%), rural schools (n = 188, 30.9%), and urban schools (n = 132, 21.7%). Eighteen
participants (2.9%) selected two geographic settings. While their responses were retained for
analyses related to Research Questions 1 through 3, they were excluded from the geographic region
analyses in Research Question 4 to ensure mutually exclusive group comparisons. Regarding the
socioeconomic status of the schools, we asked participants to indicate whether their school district
was classified as Title 1, with those responding yes (n = 360, 59.1%), those responding no (n =
223, 36.6) and those not sure (n=26, 4.3%). Almost the entire sample worked in public schools (n
=590, 93.6%), with participants in charter schools (n
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= 21, 3.4%) and private schools (n = 15, 2.5%). In terms of experience working as a SC,
participants reported 8 years or more (n = 338, 55.5%), 3—4 years (n = 106, 17.4%), 5-7 years (n
=93, 15.3%), and 1-2 years (n =72, 11.8%). A majority of participants reported graduating from
a program accredited by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational
Programs (CACREP) (n = 498, 81.8%). Of those who completed a course focused on special
education as part of their graduate studies, participants reported yes (n =291, 47.7%), no (n = 284,
46.6%), and unsure (n = 34, 5.5%). Additionally, participants reported engaging in professional
development or post-graduate training related to Section 504 content or students with disabilities
(n =386, 63.4%) or not (n = 223, 36.5%). Regarding counselor-to-student caseload, participants
reported a caseload consistent with the ASCA recommended ratio of 1:250 (n =211, 34.6%), while
many more surpassed this, 1:500 (n = 337, 55.3%), 1:750 (n = 43, 7.1%), and exceeding 750
students (17, 2.8%). Participants reported having 20 or more 504 plans within their caseloads (n =
260, 42.7%), 16-20 plans (n = 119, 19.5%), 11-15 plans (n = 106, 17.4%), 610 plans (n = 72,
11.8), 1-5 plans (n = 49, 8%), and no plans (n = 3, .5%).

Survey Instrumentation

At the time of this study, a thorough review of school counseling journals revealed a lack of recent
psychometrically validated instruments assessing school counselors’ roles, competencies, and
scope of practice related to Section 504. The most relevant research, conducted over 15 years ago,
focused on survey instrument development before the ADAAA (Romano et al., 2009). Given the
recent publication of the ASCA position statement on Section 504 and the four themes identified
by Goodman-Scott and Boulden (2019), the first author recognized the need for a new survey
instrument to examine the frequency and incidence of school counselors' roles, responsibilities,
and beliefs regarding Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. As a result, the first author
developed and piloted a new survey instrument for this study. It is important to note that Boulden
and Goodman-Scott’s (2024) instrument was published after the conclusion of our study. We
believe our survey developed in this study complements the work of Boulden and Goodman-Scott
(2024).

Utilizing survey development procedures outlined by Creswell and Guetterman (2024) and
an extensive literature review, we developed stem questions to align with the four themes and ten
sub themes identified in Goodman-Scott and Boulden’s (2019) qualitative research and informed
by Role Theory (Kahn et al., 1964). Additionally, the questions were informed by the ASCA
position statement on school counselors and Section 504, as well as research by Lewis and Muiiiz
(2023) on inequitable access and the misuse of Section 504. Further, literature on Section 504
compliance, policy interpretations, and prior surveys contributed to the instrument's development
(Holler & Zirkel, 2008; Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Romano et al., 2009; Zirkel, 2011; Zirkel, 2023).
Following the literature review, the first author generated 41 initial questions based on the
qualitative themes from Goodman-Scott and Boulden (2019). Each question was then
systematically coded according to one of the four themes or ten subthemes to ensure alignment
with the literature. For example, the item “I believe my role in relation to Section 504 creates a
dual role” was coded under the theme of Relational Strain with Teachers, Students, and Families,
as identified by Goodman-Scott and Boulden (2019).

Validity
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To establish content validity, we followed a process consistent with Poynton's (2023)
recommended steps for construct validity. The first author sought feedback from a designated
panel of school counselor educators and practitioners affiliated with the School Counseling Interest
Network Disabilities Group. Two panel members, both holding doctoral degrees, had extensive
experience as currently practicing or former school counselors working with Section 504 and had
taught counselor education courses specifically focused on disabilities. This expert panel reviewed
and provided targeted feedback on question construction, content validity, and usability, leading
to key revisions in the survey. Based on their recommendations, several questions, particularly
those related to school counselors’ beliefs about equity and advocacy, were refined, while items
concerning diagnosis were removed to maintain alignment with school counseling roles. The
recommendations of the panel resulted in a survey of 32 questions not including demographics.
Following these revisions, the updated survey was sent to a practicing school counselor with
extensive Section 504 experience who was completing her doctoral program. Her feedback on
clarity and structure further informed final refinements to wording and question organization,
resulting in the finalized survey instrument.

The revised survey was divided into four sections. The first section includes 14 questions
related to participants’ demographic information and areas of practice. The second section contains
18 questions about the roles of SCs in working with Section 504. To gather behavioral data
regarding SC roles, frequency responses were used, anchored with the terms "Never,"
"Sometimes," "Often," and "Always." This scale enables the measurement of response frequency,
facilitating the analysis of trends in SCs' roles concerning Section 504. The third section focuses
on processes and compliance that SCs report in their work with Section 504, and includes 6
questions that measure the frequency with which SCs follow specific procedures related to Section
504. This section uses ordinal frequency responses to capture the extent of SCs’ engagement in
Section 504 compliance. The final section assesses SCs' beliefs regarding Section 504, and
includes 8 questions that utilize a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to
“strongly agree.”

Reliability of Survey

Although this survey follows a methodology similar to prior research (e.g., Joe et al., 2023; Swank
et al., 2019), which did not conduct reliability studies, we elected to assess internal consistency to
demonstrate methodological rigor. Given that the survey measures discrete behaviors and task
frequencies over three broad areas, rather than a single underlying construct, Cronbach’s Alpha
may not be the most appropriate metric as a singular reliability measure. Instead of calculating
reliability for the entire survey, we conducted Cronbach’s Alpha separately for each of the three
sections. This approach ensures methodological rigor while acknowledging that variations in
responses likely reflect professional role differences rather than measurement error. Internal
consistency for Section II: Roles was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, yielding a reliability
coefficient of a = .627 (standardized a = .653). For Section III: Compliance, Cronbach’s alpha
indicated a =.701 (standardized o= .729), suggesting acceptable reliability. Section IV: SC Beliefs
yielded o = .473 (standardized a = .460), indicating lower internal consistency. While reliability
varies across sections, a factor analysis could potentially realign item groupings. However, such
an analysis extends beyond the scope of this study and will be addressed in the limitations and
future research sections.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics. We addressed the first three research
questions using descriptive statistics to examine the roles and responsibilities of SCs in relation to
Section 504, their beliefs about training, equity, and implementation, and the extent to which SCs
comply with current Section 504 law and guidance in their daily practice. For the fourth research
question, we explored differences in SCs’ roles and beliefs related to Section 504 by analyzing
responses to specific questions. Regarding roles, participants were asked whether they currently
served as Section 504 case managers responsible for updating plans, distributing them to teachers
and families, and communicating updates and changes. Responses to this item were categorical
(Yes/No). Participants were also asked how frequently they participated on Section 504 eligibility
determination teams in a consultative or collaborative role, rather than as managers or
coordinators. This item was measured on a 5-point frequency scale: “Never,” “Once in a while,”
“Fairly often,” “Frequently,” and “Always or almost always.”For beliefs, participants indicated
their level of agreement with two statements: (1) “My school implements 504 eligibility in a fair
and equitable way,” and (2) “Students without strong parent or guardian advocates have the same
access to Section 504 eligibility as those with strong advocates.” These items were measured using
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). Differences in participants’
roles and beliefs were analyzed based on (a) the geographic location of the school (urban,
suburban, rural), and (b) the economic status of the school population, using Title I designation as
a proxy for socioeconomic status.

A chi-square was utilized to examine differences in roles and one-way ANOVAs were
used to examine differences in beliefs for the analysis of research question four. According to
Warner (2013), one-way ANOVAs require several assumptions to be met. In this study,
assumptions for each one-way ANOVA were assessed through visual inspection of histograms,
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality, and Levene’s test for homogeneity
of variance. Histogram review indicated that the distributions of belief scores were approximately
normal across groups, with no substantial skewness, kurtosis, or outliers observed. Although the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated statistically significant deviations from
normality, research suggests that such violations have minimal impact on statistical analyses when
sample sizes are large (Barri, 2019). With a sample of 609 participants, the study had sufficient
statistical power to conduct robust inferential analyses. To further strengthen the validity of the
findings, a bootstrapped one-way ANOVA with 1,000 resamples was conducted using the bias-
corrected and accelerated (BCa) method. Results from the bootstrapped analysis were consistent
with the standard ANOVA, reinforcing confidence in the conclusions despite minor deviations
from normality. Additionally, Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance was conducted, and
results for significant findings are reported below.

Results
Research Question 1
The authors employed descriptive quantitative analysis to address the first research question: To

what extent do school counselors engage in specific roles and practices related to Section 504 plans,
and how frequently do they perform these responsibilities?
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The complete results are presented in Tables 1 and 2. Key findings from these tables are
highlighted below. The majority of respondents (90%) reported currently serving as Section 504
case managers, while 10% indicated they do not. The survey also examined SCs' roles in Section
504 eligibility determination, specifically in consultation and collaboration rather than in
managerial or coordinative roles. Only 17.9% of respondents indicated they "always" serve in this
capacity, whereas nearly half (47.8%) reported they "never" do so. (SCs) were asked about their
roles in advocating for the implementation of Section 504 plans as written, as well as their
involvement in ensuring enforcement of those plans. Regarding the implementation of 504
accommodations, 53% of counselors reported "always" advocating for accommodations to be

Table 1
Roles and Scope of Practice with Students and 504s
Scope of Practice Always Frequently Fairly Often Onceina Never
While
Write 504 accommodation 58.8 105 99 99 135
plans
Advocate for students’
504 eligibility 37.4 255 19.7 15.9 0.8
Plan, coordinate and
implement 504 eligibility 61.4 8.4 54 8.5 15.9
meetings
Provide counseling
services as part of a 504 74 8.2 10.2 315 42.4
plan
Participate in
Manifestation 23.0 6.9 54 30.9 23.2
Determination processes
Serve in consultation
roles on 504 eligibility 17.9 12.2 8.0 14.0 47.8
teams
Serve in consultation
roles on 504 eligibility 17.9 12.2 8.0 14.0 47.8
teams
Provide Tier Il/lII
counseling services 19.5 20.5 21.0 23.2 15.6
outside 504 plans
Advocate for
accommodation fidelity in 53.0 24.0 13.8 71 1.8
504 plans
Enforce accommodation
fidelity in 504 plans 41.0 18.1 13.1 11.8 15.1
CoI_Iaborate _W|th teachers 40.1 238 18.4 14.6 30
on interventions
Complete annual
counselor/administrator 22.0 8.2 5.6 16.1 481
meetings
Suggest 504 plans to 34 8.4 18.7 57.6 1.7
parents

Note. This table presents school counselors' roles and scope of practice with Section 504 plans, shown as
percentages of responses. All values are rounded to one decimal place; totals may not sum exactly due to
rounding.
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implemented as written. y contrast 41% reported "always" enforcing these accommodations.
However, 15.1% indicated they "never" enforce them. In terms of involvement in disputes related
to 504 plans, 19.2% of respondents had been involved in a dispute once, and 11.8% had been
involved more than once. The majority of respondents (69%) reported never having been involved
in any disputes.

Table 2
Case Manager of 504s as Reported in Scope and Practice
Role Frequency Percent

School Psychologist 18 3.0
Special Education Teacher 14 2.3
Administrator 74 12.2
School Counselor 436 71.6
Social Worker 4 0.7
Instructional Coach 4 0.7
Special Education Coordinator 27 4.4
Teacher 6 1.0
Other 26 4.3

Note. This table presents school counselors' roles and scope of practice with Section 504 plans, shown as
percentages of responses. All values are rounded to one decimal place; totals may not sum exactly due to
rounding.

Research Question 2

The authors used descriptive quantitative analysis to explore the second research question: To what
extent do school counselors endorse beliefs related to Section 504 training, implementation
fidelity, and access? The full results are found in Table 3. We will highlight key findings that will
also be addressed in the discussion section. A slight majority of respondents felt adequately
knowledgeable and trained for their role, with 23.8% "strongly agreeing" and 26.8% "agreeing"
with the statement. However, 18.2% "disagreed" and 11.7% "strongly disagreed," indicating a
notable proportion of counselors who feel unprepared. Additionally, 17.6% were "neutral" on the
matter, and 2% were "not sure." A majority of respondents felt that their master’s program did not
adequately prepare them for working with 504 plans. Only 2.5% "strongly agreed" and 5.9%
"agreed" that they received adequate training, while 30.4% "disagreed" and 51.4% "strongly
disagreed" and 9.9% were “neutral.” When asked if they had the necessary legal and ethical
training for their role, only 16.9% "strongly agreed" and 26.3% "agreed." In contrast, 22.5%
"disagreed" and 15.9% "strongly disagreed," suggesting that a significant number of counselors
feel underprepared in this area. Another 17.7% were "neutral," and 0.7% were "not sure."
Questions related to beliefs around implementation highlighted that the majority of
respondents felt that their role in relation to 504 plans creates a dual role, with 41.4% "strongly
agreeing" and 31.7% "agreeing." However, 12.6% were "neutral" on this issue, and 13% either
"disagreed" or "strongly disagreed" and 1.6 reported being “unsure.” SCs reported that their role
in managing 504 plans often inhibits their ability to implement a CSCP. Of the respondents, 34.2%
"strongly agreed" and 25.6% "agreed" with this statement. A smaller proportion 15.4% "disagreed"
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and 6.1% "strongly disagreed," while 17.1% remained "neutral" and 1.5% “were unsure.”

Questions related to advocacy and access to Section 504 eligibility and implementation
found that respondents expressed concern that students without strong parent advocates do not
have the same access to 504 eligibility. Only 15.8% "strongly agreed" and 23.6% "agreed" that
access is equal, while 31.2% "disagreed" and 16.6% "strongly disagreed." Another 11.5% were
"neutral," and 1.3% were "not sure." Regarding the fairness and equity of 504 eligibility
implementation, 28.2% of counselors "strongly agreed" and 39.9% "agreed" that their school
implements 504 eligibility in an equitable manner. Fewer respondents expressed concerns, with
8.2% "disagreeing" and 4.4% "strongly disagreeing," while 18.4% remained "neutral."

Table 3
School Counselors’ Beliefs Regarding Section 504
Belief Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Not
Agree Disagree Sure
Adequate knowledge and training for 23.8 26.8 17.6 18.2 1.7 20
role
School implements 504 eligbility 28.2 39.9 18.4 8.2 4.4 0.8
fairly
Role creates a dual role 41.4 31.7 12.6 9.9 3.1 1.6
Role inhibits implementation of a 34.2 25.6 17.1 15.4 6.1 1.5
comprehensive program
Legal and ethical training necessary  16.9 26.3 17.7 225 15.9 7
for role
Received adequate 504 training in 25 5.9 9.0 30.4 514 0.0
master’s program
Medical plans and 504s are different  26.3 43.5 154 8.7 2.3 3.6
Students without strong parent 15.8 23.6 11.5 31.2 16.6 1.3

advocates have equal access

Note. Percentages reflect school counselors’ responses regarding beliefs about Section 504 roles and
responsibilities. All values are rounded to one decimal place; totals may not sum exactly due to rounding.

Research Question 3

The authors used descriptive quantitative analysis to explore the third research question: To what
extent do SCs comply with current Section 504 requirements in their daily practice? The full results
are found in Table 4. We will highlight a few key findings that will also be addressed in the
discussion section. A majority of respondents (58%) reported that their schools "always" follow a
standardized process for determining 504 eligibility, with an additional 18.6% reporting that this
occurs "frequently." However, 5.1% indicated that their schools follow this process "once in a
while," and 4.1% reported that they "never" adhere to a standardized process. Nearly half of the
respondents (47.8%) stated that their schools "always" use multiple data sources when considering
Section 504 eligibility, and 23.3% said this occurs "frequently." Still, a small proportion of schools
rarely use multiple data sources, with 10% reporting that they do so "once in a while," and 3.8%
"never" using multiple data sources for eligibility decisions. Training on Section 504 laws appears
to be inconsistent across schools and districts. Only 19.7% of respondents reported that their
schools "always" provide training related to 504 mandates, eligibility, compliance, and procedures.
The majority of respondents (35.1%) reported that training is provided "once in a while," and
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24.3% said that training is "never" offered in their schools.

Table 4
504 Compliance Practices in Schools
Scope of Practice Always Frequently Fairly Often Onceina Never
While
Standardized process for 58 26.8 17.6 18.2 11.7
504
Use of multiple data 28.2 39.9 18.4 8.2 4.4
sources
Policy timeline for 504 414 31.7 12.6 9.9 3.1
reviews
Standardized 504 plan 34.2 25.6 17.1 15.4 6.1
form for accommodations
Training on 504 16.9 26.3 17.7 22.5 15.9

mandates, compliance,

and implementation

Standardized procedural 2.5 59 9.9 30.4 51.4
safeguard notice

Note. This table shows percentages of school responses regarding 504 compliance practices. All values are
rounded to one decimal place; totals may not sum exactly due to rounding.

Research Question 4

The authors conducted inferential analyses to address the fourth research question: Are there
differences in roles, and beliefs based on the geographic location and economic status of schools,
as determined by Title I classification? Significant results are summarized in Table 5. A Chi-
Square Test of Independence was conducted to examine whether the distribution of school
counselors’ 504 roles (case manager vs. non—case manager) differed based on school Title I status
(Title T vs. non—Title I) and the geographic region of the school (urban, suburban, or rural).
Participants that were “Not sure” of their Title I status or that marked two geographic regions were
removed from the analysis. No significant differences were found in roles between Title I and non-
Title I schools or across geographic regions. Similarly, a one-way ANOVA revealed no significant
differences in school counselors’ beliefs about the fair and equitable implementation of 504
eligibility across geographic regions.

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine differences in SCs' beliefs about the fair
and equitable implementation of 504 eligibility based on Title I status (Yes, No). Participants who
were “Not sure” were removed from the analysis. Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances was
statistically significant, F(1, 581) = 6.70, p = .010, indicating a violation of the assumption. As
recommended by Warner (2013), Welch's ANOVA was conducted to account for unequal
variances. The Welch test indicated a statistically significant difference in beliefs based on Title I
status, F(1, 452.46) = 7.53, p = .006. A standard ANOVA also revealed a significant effect, F(1,
581) =7.71, p = .006 with a small effect size, #* = .013. Although the effect size was small, this
finding highlights a meaningful difference in perceptions between counselors working in Title I
and non-Title I schools, suggesting that counselors in Title I schools perceive their schools as
implementing Section 504 eligibility more equitably.
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A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the differences in SCs' beliefs about access
to Section 504 eligibility for students with strong parent advocates compared to those without,
based on their school's Title I status (Yes, No). Levene’s test indicated that the assumption of
homogeneity of variances was met, F(1, 581) = 1.61, p=.204 . The analysis revealed a significant
effect of Title I status on beliefs about access, F(1, 581) = 4.490, p = .035. The effect size, ° =
.008, suggests a small effect. . Although the effect size was small, this finding suggests that
counselors in Title I schools perceive greater equity in access to 504 eligibility for students lacking
strong parent advocates compared to their counterparts in
non-Title I schools.

Table 5
ANOVA Summary Table
Measure Title | Non-Title | F(1,581) Sa
M SD M SD
Belief in Fair/equitable 504 3.92 1.07 3.66 1.13 7.71%*a 013
implementation
Belief that students without strong 3.06 1.37 2.81 1.45 4.49* .008

parent advocates have equal access
to 504 eligibility

Note. *** p < .05; ?Welch’s ANOVA was used due to violation of homogeneity of variances, F(1,452.46) =7.53, p
=.006.

Discussion

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was designed to ensure equitable educational access
for students with disabilities (Zirkel, 2023). However, the findings of this study highlight critical
quantitative gaps in how professional SCs interpret, manage, and experience Section 504
processes, raising concerns about systemic inequities and role conflicts. These findings build on
existing literature that critiques inconsistencies in the implementation of Section 504 and the
misalignment of SCs’ responsibilities with their professional training (Goodman-Scott & Boulden,
2019; Madaus & Shaw, 2007; Romano et al., 2009).

A central challenge revealed by this study is the inappropriate assignment of 504 case
management duties to SCs. Despite ASCA’s guidance against this practice, 90% of participants
reported serving as 504 case managers. These responsibilities often lead to dual-role conflicts, with
41.4% strongly agreeing and 31.7% agreeing that 504 duties interfere with their counseling
practice. Furthermore, over half of the participants reported always or frequently enforcing 504
accommodations, a task that may create tension with teachers and undermine collaborative
relationships. These dual roles potentially expose SCs to legal risks and raise ethical questions. In
our study, 19.2% of the participants reported that they were involved in a civil rights, due process,
or grievance dispute related to Section 504 at least once, and 11.8% were involved more than once.

Additionally, this study highlights the significant gaps in the preparation and training of
SCs. A substantial proportion (24.3%) of participants reported never receiving 504 training from
their schools, and only 19.7% reported consistent training. Compounding this issue, 51.1%
strongly disagreed and 30.4% disagreed that their graduate programs adequately prepared them
for 504 responsibilities. These findings reflect broader trends in the literature, where SCs
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consistently report feeling unprepared to address the needs of students with disabilities (Goodman-
Scott et al., 2018; Kolodinsky et al., 2009; Milsom, 2002; Nichter & Edmonson, 2005). Such gaps
exacerbate the discrepancy between preparation and practice, limiting counselors’ ability to
address systemic inequities effectively.

Another significant challenge pertains to equity in Section 504 implementation. Although
68.1% of participants perceived their school’s 504 processes as fair, national data indicate that
Section 504 disproportionately benefits white, affluent students (Lewis & Muniz, 2023). Zirkel
(2023) attributes this to the unfunded nature of Section 504 and its broad eligibility criteria, which
favor families with greater social capital. Nearly 47% of counselors reported that students without
strong caretaker advocates face reduced access to 504 accommodations, underscoring barriers for
marginalized families. Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach. Standardized
processes for determining 504 eligibility are crucial (Zirkel, 2023), yet this study found significant
variability, with 58% of participants reported always using standardized procedures, and 18.6%
reported doing so frequently. Similarly, while 47.8% of participants always used multiple data
sources for eligibility decisions, an established policy requirement, 3.8% reported never doing so.
Standardization and consistent practices can minimize legal risks and reduce inequities in
implementation (Zirkel, 2023).

Furthermore, the findings underscore the need for systemic reform to better align Section
504 practices with equity and professional standards. Statistically significant differences in
perceptions of equity based on Title I status suggest that socioeconomic context influences SCs’
experiences. SCs in Title 1 schools reported more favorable perceptions of equitable
implementation compared to those in non-Title I schools. This nuance highlights the potential for
equitable practices in resource-constrained settings but also points to broader systemic inequities
that disadvantage marginalized families. The findings of this study support the insights of Lewis
and Muiiiz (2023), who highlighted that families from wealthy suburban districts have greater
access to resources and privileges that aid in eligibility.

Implications

Findings of this study lend preliminary support for the role of systemic inequities and role
misalignment in undermining SCs’ ability to deliver equitable, student-centered services within
the Section 504 implementation process. This is one of the first nationwide quantitative studies to
examine the roles, practices, and beliefs of SCs regarding Section 504, including their training,
implementation, compliance with laws, and perceptions of equity, while exploring differences
based on geographic location and school economic status. Specifically, the tension between SCs’
professional responsibilities and the demands of 504 case management reflects broader systemic
inequities and misalignment of roles.

SCs’ contributions are most impactful when focused on advocacy, consultation, and
collaboration within a CSCP which is essential for fostering equitable student outcomes (Carey et
al., 2012; Lapan et al., 2012). Collaboration between SCs and administrators is necessary because
administrators play a pivotal role in directing the scope of counselors’ responsibilities. Positive
relationships with principals significantly enhance counselors’ ability to prioritize CSCP-related
duties (Lowery et al., 2018). Further, when SCs are tasked with non-counselor duties, such as
administrative case management, they face role conflicts and diminished capacity to meet the needs
of all students (DeCino et al., 2023; Goodman-Scott & Boulden, 2019). The administrative burden
of Section 504 case management, often placed on school counselors, may create ethical challenges
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by limiting their ability to provide equitable academic, career, and social/emotional support and
conflicting with their responsibility to prioritize direct student services over inappropriate
administrative duties (ASCA, 2022b). SCs should advocate for role alignment that prioritizes their
professional responsibilities as outlined by ASCA. One approach is to strategically utilize the
annual administrative meeting to reinforce their appropriate role and advocate for expanded
services for students protected under Section 504 within a Tier two MTSS framework (ASCA,
2019a). These services, tailored to student needs, may include individual counseling, small group
interventions, transition planning, and academic support, ensuring meaningful assistance rather
than solely managing case documentation and implementation. Furthermore, training gaps
exacerbate these challenges. Over 81% of participants in this study indicated inadequate
preparation for Section 504 during their master’s programs. The lack of adequate training limits
counselors' effectiveness and compels them to rely on trial-and-error methods when supporting the
Section 504 process. SCs report a “lack of expertise” as a recurring issue in supporting students
with disabilities (Goodman-Scott & Boulden, 2019). Previous research points to the inadequacies
of counselor education programs in preparing SCs to support students with disabilities (Goodman-
Scott et al., 2018; Kolodinsky et al., 2009; Milsom, 2002; Nichter & Edmonson, 2005). The lack
of training may result in SCs being assigned inappropriate roles related to Section 504 case
management. The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Programs (CACREP)
emphasizes training school counselors in a consultative and collaborative role to advocate for
equity and access (CACREP, 2024). While CACREP addresses broad ethical and legal
considerations, it does not provide specific, detailed guidance on K-12 disability laws such as
IDEA and Section 504. It is essential for SCs to have a comprehensive understanding of Section
504, its implications within the school setting, and the appropriate roles they should assume to
maximize positive outcomes for students. Counselor education programs can incorporate thorough
training on Section 504, emphasizing legal, ethical, and collaborative practices that inform ASCA
aligned roles. Additionally, SCs should advocate for participation in specialized training to support
students with disabilities, stay informed about current laws impacting these students, and
collaborate with staff who possess expertise in working with students with disabilities.

The study also highlights systemic inequities in 504 plan implementation, reflecting
broader trends of privilege and access. Systemic factors such as the non-funded nature of Section
504, expanded eligibility criteria under the ADAAA, and limited district resources exacerbate
inequities, with privileged families more effectively navigating the system to secure advantages
for their children (Zirkel, 2023). Lovett (2020) highlights the variability in the efficacy and fairness
of accommodations, particularly extended time, one of the most requested supports. Addressing
these systemic inequities requires a critical examination of policy implementation, resource
allocation, and the professional responsibilities assigned to SCs. SCs must act as advocates for
systemic equity, addressing disparities in access to accommodations for marginalized populations
(Lewis & Muiiiz, 2023). Advocacy includes educating parents and communities, particularly those
from underrepresented backgrounds, about their rights and the processes for securing 504
accommodations. While these findings have clear implications for counselor training and
professional advocacy, they also point to needed changes at the systems and policy levels,
particularly in how schools allocate responsibilities, define counselor roles, and structure support
for equitable access to accommodations.

Implications for Policy
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Building school counselors’ social justice advocacy capacity in the varying levels of the school
counseling ecosystem holds promise for intentional policy reform and resource allocation to
improve students’ equitable access to accommodations (Savitz-Romer & Nicola, 2022). School
counseling policy, as it relates to equitable access to accommodations, is indirectly and directly
influenced by an amalgamation of national, state, school district, and local school policies (Gay,
2021; Niles, 2022). School counseling policy reform ought to help school counselors engage in
the business of building and implementing their CSCPs in order to support student achievement
and success in the areas of academic planning, social/personal growth, and college/career planning
(ASCA, 2019a; Gay, 2021). ASCA (2022b) exhorts school counselors to “affirm the abilities of
all students and advocate for their learning needs, supporting the provision of appropriate
accommodations and accessibility” (B.2.k.). Relatedly, school counselors ought to “identify and
advocate for resources needed to optimize and support academic, career, and social/emotional
development opportunities™ (A.10.c.) for historically marginalized populations of students who are
eligible for services related to a section 504 Plan.

School counselor-driven policy reform that ensures equitable access to accommodations
must be grounded in both professional standards and systemic awareness. This includes
implementing the ASCA National Model to develop a locally responsive CSCP (ASCA, 2019a),
applying the ASCA position statement on supporting students with section 504 plans (ASCA,
2024), and critically understanding how power dynamics and allocation of resources shape
opportunities within schools (Young & Lewis, 2015). The school counseling ecosystem framework
provides a valuable lens to contextualize and strengthen SCs’ role in policy reform, particularly as
it relates to equity in resource allocation and service delivery (Savitz-Romer & Nicola, 2022). One
potential area for school counselor policy reform in the school counselor ecosystem lies in the
microsystem, where SCs can collaborate with local school administration to advocate for more just
allocation of resources and implementation (Savitz-Romer & Nicola, 2022), such as the
implementation of Section 504 accommodations.

Extant literature (Gay, 2021) illuminates the need for school counselors to continuously
assert their professional roles and duties and provide education on appropriate/inappropriate uses
of time to their building principal and local school leadership/administration, as outlined by the
ASCA National Model (2019a). The aim of school counselor advocacy for appropriate roles is to
reduce school counselor to student ratios, provide a culturally sustaining CSCP, and close
opportunity and access gaps for students (Grothhaus et al., 2020). Local school leadership oversees
hiring decisions which inadvertently impacts school counseling roles/duties positively or
negatively as related to supporting student access to accommodations. School counselors seek
proximity to influence school leadership decision making through reporting results of the CSCP
so as to “advocate for the proper role...to help reduce ratios, or to increase social capital” (Gay,
2021, p. 24). School counselors leverage their capacity to build professional relationships with
school leadership to explore shared values for equity and meeting local school improvement goals,
since building principals’ perceptions and values influence local school interventions and
allocation of resources related to students with disabilities’ access and accommodations
(O’Laughlin & Lindle, 2015; Printy & Williams, 2015). Moreover, such a collaborative dynamic
between the school counselor and school leadership is beneficial for the school counselor to
advocate to “remove barriers that may impede the effectiveness of the school and/or the school
counseling program in promoting equitable student outcomes” (B.2.e) (ASCA, 2022b), such as
inappropriate duties and high caseloads (Savitz-Romer & Nicola, 2022).

To improve resource allocation for school counselors to thereby improve students’ access
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to equitable accommodations requires a school leadership mindshift. An aspirational school
leadership mindset toward school counselors privileges the latter’s training, perspective, problem-
solving skills, proactive stance, advocacy skills, and ability to affect change, particularly for
students who deserve access to accommodations (ASCA, 2022a). School leadership demonstrates
that they value their counselors’ time by removing Section 504 case management from their duties,
allowing counselors to focus on ensuring students are eligible for and equitably access
accommodations from a CSCP advocacy lens. School leadership demonstrates its commitment to
valuing counselors’ time by removing Section 504 case management duties, enabling counselors
to focus on eligibility and equitable access to accommodations through a CSCP advocacy lens.
School leadership selects a trained, competent teacher leader or school administrator to oversee
management of section 504 meetings and related communication/duties. School leadership
decisions impact the response to intervention (RTI) and multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS)
infrastructure at the local school (Printy & Williams, 2015). Therefore, a better use of school
counselor time to maximize the goal of 80% of their time involved in direct services and 20% of
their time focused on indirect services would be the placement of the school counselor on a
RTI/MTSS local school committee as a committee member or consultant (ASCA, 2019a).
Furthermore, as an RTI/MTSS committee member, the school counselor regularly analyzes
school-wide data, collaborates with teachers and school leadership, and makes recommendations
to promote equitable student access to accommodations (ASCA, 2019a). Supplementing beginning
of the school year program planning of annual school data summary to include results from a data
analysis exploring the reasons, context, and demographics for the initiation of 504 plans (i.e.
student support team meeting, student transferred it from a previous school, upcoming Advanced
Placement or similar tests) for the past year would provide information to the school counseling
department on potential student opportunity gaps in access to accommodations. In effect, the
school counseling department could incorporate interventions to close such gaps.

As a school counselor engages in social justice advocacy to improve resource allocation
and equitable access to accommodations for students of marginalized backgrounds through
collaboration with school leadership, their microsystem will propel student success (Lewis &
Muiiiz, 2023). Therefore, the school counselor’s success with advocacy for equitable
accommodations will be the impetus for more explorations to advance change in other areas of the
school counseling ecosystem (Savitz-Romer & Nicola, 2022).

Limitations and Future Research

Although this study offers a quantitative survey perspective to complement prior qualitative
research, its findings should be interpreted with consideration of its limitations. First, while the
survey instrument was developed using a rigorous design process to ensure face validity, and
reliability analyses were conducted to enhance methodological rigor, further research could focus
on refining its psychometric properties. A follow-up study could include a more in-depth factor
analysis to realign questions and further develop the survey into a more targeted and validated
instrument with higher internal reliability. The results of this study should consider the moderate
level of internal reliability in sections II and IV. Strengthening instrumentation in future research
can enhance and extend the current survey and inferential design, allowing for a more
comprehensive exploration of school counseling policy and practice implications.

Second, the study's non-experimental design and use of convenience sampling may limit
the generalizability of the findings. Future research could address this limitation by employing
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randomized sampling methods and intentionally targeting a more diverse population. Additionally,
participants in this study may have been drawn to the topic due to personal interest, which,
combined with the use of self-reported data, introduces the potential for participant bias. It is also
important to delineate the nature of self-reported beliefs. While beliefs can be informed by a variety
of factors, including observation, it is important to denote the distinction. In concert with this, the
survey design did not investigate specific time allocations dedicated to Section 504 case
management or the broader scope of SCs' responsibilities related to Section 504 time allocation.
Future studies should examine these factors to gain a deeper understanding of how time allocated
to Section 504 responsibilities affects the implementation of CSCPs. Moreover, research could
explore whether specific school counselor variables predict their ability to manage non-counseling
tasks that are misaligned with their training and hinder the implementation of a CSCP. Although
this survey employed a broad design, it did not capture all elements of the school environment.
Future research could investigate grade-level and building-level differences to better understand
SCs’ experiences with Section 504.

Third, the significant findings between Title I and non-Title I schools regarding beliefs
about equitable implementation of Section 504 should be interpreted with caution due to the small
effect size. While the statistical significance indicates a measurable difference in perceptions, the
magnitude of this difference is relatively modest. This suggests that while Title I status may be a
contributing factor in shaping school counselors’ beliefs about equity in Section 504
implementation, it is likely not the sole or primary influence. Though these findings provide
context for understanding school counselors’ beliefs about equitable access and complement the
quantitative outcomes of research by Lewis and Muiiiz (2023), the small effect size should be a
consideration in the interpretation of these findings. The small effect size may reflect the
complexity of factors that influence these perceptions, such as district policies, administrator
expectations, professional development opportunities, or variations in the way Section 504 is
implemented at the local level. These findings highlight the need for further research to examine
these additional contextual variables and their potential impact. A mixed-methods approach may
offer deeper insight into school counselors’ lived experiences and help identify systemic barriers
to equitable access under Section 504.

Additionally, while the survey included an item designed to collect participants’ race and
ethnicity, a programming limitation in Qualtrics resulted in partial data that could not be fully
analyzed. The responses that were collected aligned with national ASCA demographic trends, with
most respondents identifying as white (ASCA, 2023b). Although the lack of complete
demographic data limits our ability to examine how counselor race may influence perceptions of
Section 504 implementation, future research could explore this important factor in more depth,
particularly given evidence that Section 504 disproportionately benefits white, affluent students.

Finally, it is important to recognize that survey data reflect participant beliefs and
perceptions, which may not always align with actual observed practices. While self-reported data
provide valuable insights into how school counselors view their roles and responsibilities, these
responses do not necessarily confirm how Section 504 processes are implemented in practice.
Future research could incorporate triangulated data sources, such as school policy reviews,
administrator perspectives, or observational studies, to better understand how Section 504
implementation aligns with school counselors' reported experiences. Expanding data collection
beyond self-reporting would offer a more comprehensive picture of Section 504 management and
its impact on school counseling programs.
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Conclusion

This study presents preliminary findings on school counselors' (SCs’) beliefs, roles, and practices
related to Section 504, highlighting systemic inequities in its implementation. Despite receiving
limited training in their graduate programs, SCs are often assigned case management
responsibilities, leading to role confusion and detracting from their ability to provide direct student
services. Additionally, significant disparities in 504 eligibility implementation between Title I and
non-Title I schools further underscore inequities in access and support. This misalignment is
particularly concerning as protections for students with disabilities face increasing challenges on
the geopolitical stage (Texas v. Becerra, No. 22-cv-185, N.D. Tex.). To best support students with
disabilities served under Section 504, SCs should operate within a CSCP rather than assuming dual
roles that include coordination duties. Ensuring SCs are positioned to advocate effectively and
provide direct services is more critical than ever. Addressing these challenges requires a
realignment of SC roles, enhanced training, stronger collaboration, and advocacy for systemic

equity.
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