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Abstract

This study explored how school counselors experience crisis situations that occur in their school
settings. Thirteen school counselors, from the United States, participated in semi-structured
interviews to share their experiences preparing for current crisis events. Inductive thematic
analysis was used to analyze the participant responses. The following six themes emerged from
the data: 1: Established relationships build trust. 2: Specific physical resources are vital. 3:
Well-formed and well-equipped crisis teams are essential. 4: Balanced preparation and
well-being can help school counselors stay centered. 5: There is a need for more professional
development and crisis training. 6: Collaboration with administration enhances confidence.
Specific steps school counselors can take to feel better prepared are discussed along with
limitations and a conclusion.
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School Counselors’ Experiences Preparing for Current Crisis Events

The purpose of this study was to explore school counselors’ experiences preparing for
current crisis events. School counselors serve students, support teachers and administrators, and
implement preventive measures to reduce the likelihood of crisis events in their schools
(American School Counselor Association, 2024). In addition, they are expected to respond
during times of crisis (Brown & Han, 2023). Despite this expectation, many school counselors
feel underprepared to manage crisis situations after completing their education programs (Brown,
2019; Castillo et al., 2023; Morris & Minton, 2012). However, limited research is available
regarding school counselors’ experiences preparing for current crisis events.

Many school counselors feel inadequately trained to address crisis within their schools
(Brown, 2019; Fein et al., 2008; Morris & Minton, 2012). This study explored school
counselors’ experiences preparing for current crisis events. Crisis events occur in different forms
across many schools. These include bomb threats, school shootings, severe weather,
environmental disasters, accidental deaths, severe illness, injury, unexpected deaths (McCleary &
Aspiranti, 2020), community violence, domestic abuse, neglect, and sexual abuse (Elbedour,
2021) are categorized as crisis events that affect school communities. Sawyer et al. (2013)
included emotional crises that come with transitional stages in one’s life, such as divorce,
children leaving the home, pregnancy, family and school violence. Counselors need to be
equipped to lead and advocate by developing a comprehensive counseling program focused on
prevention, preparation, and response (Cowan et al., 2021).

Ensuring school safety and security has become a shared responsibility for all school
staft, including school counselors (DeMatteis, 2020). School counselors are often on the front

lines of responding to crises within the school setting (Peters et al., 2017). Given that role, there
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is a need to speak directly with school counselors directly about how they prepare for current
crisis events. Understanding what helps school counselors prepare for crises can help them be
better prepared to handle situations as they arise.

The purpose of this study is to explore school counselors’ experiences preparing for
current crisis events. Various studies have emphasized the importance of crisis intervention
training for school counselors. However, limited research is available regarding school
counselors’ experiences preparing for current crisis events. Little research has been done to assist
school counselors in preparing best practice strategies when responding to school shootings
(Brown, 2019). There has been limited research on the factors that contribute to counseling
self-efficacy (Pei-Boon et al., 2020). Due to the limited research, experts have recommended that
future studies examine the factors that influence crisis counseling self-efficacy (Castillo et al.,
2023).

Positionality Statement

Accounting for bias and experiences as a shared authorship is important to maintain
researcher transparency (Kirk et al., 2025). This examination was completed to reduce misguided
influence on research findings. All authors are counselor educators and have a deep commitment
to advancing school counselor education. The lead author and three other authors all come from
school counselor backgrounds. Two authors served as state School Counselor Association
presidents, and all are committed to excellence in research and academic rigor. From this lens,
the authors are dedicated to helping prepare school counselors to meet crisis needs within school

settings.
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Methods

Participants

This study utilized a generic qualitative design (Kostere & Kostere, 2022). Participants in
this study were chosen through purposive sampling. Participant inclusion criteria included: (a)
must be a current, practicing licensed or certified school counselor; (b) must be currently serving
full-time in a public school in the United States; (¢) must have a minimum of three years’
experience as a licensed or certified school counselor; and (d) must have completed a master’s
degree in school counseling. Of the 13 participants, 12 were White/Caucasian women, and one
was African American. The participants' age range was 28 to 63. Eleven of the participants
attended a CACREP-accredited university, and two did not. All participants worked with
students from PreK-8th grade.
Procedures

Participants in this IRB-approved study were recruited through the ASCA Scene platform
or by direct email using contact information from their school’s websites. Data collection began
once the researcher received the email notification confirming the completion of the informed
consent signing. Individual interviews, conducted via an online platform, lasted 45 to 75 minutes
and consisted of 12 open-ended semi-structured questions (Kostere & Kostere, 2022). The
interview questions served as study instruments and were reviewed by an external doctoral
expert and three professionals to ensure clarity, logic, conciseness, and to build trustworthiness
(Stahl & King, 2020). Levitt et al. (2021) described methodological integrity as the
trustworthiness achieved when a study's design and procedures align with its research goals,

respect the chosen methodological approach, and are adapted to the unique characteristics of the
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subject matter and participants. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), reflexivity occurs when
the writer engages in self-understanding about their biases, values, and experiences that they
bring to qualitative research. A reflexive journal was kept throughout the research process to
document and critically reflect on potential biases or personal opinions that arose. Bracketing
was used in conjunction with reflexivity to suspend the researcher's understanding to create
curiosity about how those understandings may influence the research study (Creswell & Poth,
2018).

Participants were informed that their data would be de-identified to ensure confidentiality
(ACA, 2014). Participant numbers were assigned. All electronic data, including the recorded
interviews and transcripts, were saved to both a password-protected USB drive and an external
hard drive, with access restricted to the researcher. These devices, along with the reflexive
journal and original transcripts, were subsequently secured in a portable lockbox, which the
researcher used to transport the data between her classroom and office.
Data Collection

Data collection began once the researcher received the email notification confirming the
completion of the informed consent signing. Each individual interview was conducted from the
researcher’s classroom or office, ensuring that no one else was present. During the pre-screening
phone call, participants were encouraged to find a quiet and private location for the scheduled
interview (Gray et al., 2020). Individual interviews, conducted via Zoom, lasted 45 to 75 minutes
and consisted of semi-structured questions (Kostere & Kostere, 2022). This platform was
selected for its privacy and security features, its ability to offer broad sampling opportunities

across the country, and its accessibility for all participants (Gray et al., 2020). The audio of the
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interviews was recorded to facilitate transcription after the session was completed. The following
section provides details of the data collection process.
Data Analysis

Inductive thematic analysis was the primary data analysis for this study. During each
interview, to build trustworthiness, the researcher recorded key words and phrases, and any
thoughts or feelings associated with the participant or answers to questions in a reflexive journal.
Bracketing was used in conjunction with reflexivity to suspend the researcher's understanding to
create curiosity about how those understandings may influence the research study (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Reading over those documented perceptions before conducting each interview was
necessary. Recording any feelings and emotions that arose during the interviews was essential for
identifying and addressing potential internal biases. Processing any added predispositions with
all researchers for accountability and perspective was vital. All interviews were transcribed and
compared for accuracy. Then, after transcribing the interview, a combination of descriptive
coding and IN VIVO coding was used to organize the key words and phrases.

A line-by-line analysis of the IN VIVO and descriptive codes was conducted to identify
initial patterns (Cowan et al., 2021; Kostere & Kostere, 2022). The highlighted data were then
sorted into categories and clustered to connect patterns from participant to participant (Kostere &
Kostere, 2022). The term, crisis team, and key phrases such as, support from colleagues, and
you’ve got to have a team, for example, were repeated frequently across the transcripts,
establishing a discernible pattern. Content unrelated to the research question was excluded from
the codes and patterns but was retained separately in the Excel spreadsheet for potential future
use (Kostere & Kostere, 2022).

Findings



CURRENT CRISIS EVENTS: SCHOOL COUNSELORS’ EXPERIENCES 8

The themes in this qualitative study describe school counselors’ experiences in preparing
for current crisis events. Six themes were discovered during the data analysis including, Theme
1: Established relationships build trust, Theme 2: Specific physical resources are vital, Theme 3:
Well-formed and well-equipped crisis teams are essential, Theme 4: Balanced preparation and
well-being can help school counselors stay centered, Theme 5: There is a need for more
professional development and crisis training, and Theme 6: Collaboration with administration
enhances confidence.

Thematic category 1: Established relationships build trust.

The importance of cultivating relationships, specifically regarding crisis preparedness,
was consistent with the participants throughout the interviewing process. Participant 13 stated, “I
build relationships with students and staff, and I would feel confident handling something in the
moment.” Participant 11 emphasizes the importance of relationships, specifically regarding crisis
preparation stating:

So, so much of it is that application that, you know, immersing yourself in the culture of

your school. And you know, being around, because ultimately, if there's a crisis and a

student doesn't know you and then doesn't trust you to already have that rapport, then

nothing's gonna happen, right? (Participant 11)

All participants noted the vitality of the relationships they had established with their students,
staff, administration, external entities, and community in relation to preparing for crisis events.
Several of the participants had social workers available at their school, in addition to a
district-level school counselor coordinator. Positive, trusting relationships with these personnel
enabled school counselors to obtain updated resource lists and coordinate across the different

resources. Some participants discussed the importance of the relationships they had established
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with community resources, such as community mental health agencies, churches, or
organizations that could provide food or clothing during times of crisis.
Thematic category 2: Specific physical resources are vital.

Although participants agreed that one can never be fully prepared for all crisis events,
they noted some physical tools that assist with crisis preparedness, including a crisis tote, hard
copies of procedures and protocols, lists of community resources, and checklists to remain as
organized as possible. Participant 3 responded to the question regarding adapting crisis
preparedness strategies by informing the researcher that she familiarizes herself with protocols,
such as the Columbia Rating Scale for suicidal ideation. Having a list of resources readily
available was a shared, helpful experience for participants. Participant 10 stated, “Like to have
those lists ready to go, it's huge. Cause, then you're not scrambling at the last minute, and you
can be actually responding in the moment to people who need help, not just trying to pull
together resources.” Participant 1 mirrored Participant 10’s response in stating the following:

Okay, I think just having, like the links and the documents and the resources available,

readily available...is helpful. So, I'm not scrambling to find where it's at when I'm in the

moment, and other times it's a matter of dealing with it while it's happening and then
dealing with the paperwork afterwards, cause I think it's more important to be in the

moment than have to worry about all the forms that have to be filled out. (Participant 1)
Several participants also mentioned the value of having a crisis tote. Some of the items in the
totes varied, such as Participant 10 stating she carried a digital clock, hand sanitizer, a variety of
activities to use with the students depending on the crisis at hand, paper copies of check-in and

check-out forms, and lists of teachers’ rooms and phone numbers. However, multiple participants
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mentioned many of the same items in the crisis totes, including coloring sheets, books, writing
paper, fidgets, crayons, and coloring pencils.

When these items are not readily available during times of crisis, Participant 10
mentioned how “scrambled, disjointed, and chaotic” it can become. She discussed a time when
she returned from a winter break to discover a student had completed suicide. Instead of being
ready with a pre-made kit, the school counselors had to make copies of coloring sheets, scramble
to find coloring supplies, and make check-in sheets. They did not have a plan, and the school
counselors could feel the lack of organization. Therefore, having the items listed above can help
school counselors feel more organized and better prepared before the crisis.

Thematic category 3: Well-formed and well-equipped crisis teams are essential.

The most common theme among all participants was that well-formed and well-equipped
crisis teams are essential for crisis preparedness. This aligns with previous literature.
Recommendations have been made to establish crisis teams at the school, district, and regional or
community levels (Brock et al., 2009; Crepeau-Hobson & Summers, 2011). Specific
recommendations include establishing a crisis team with clearly defined roles and
responsibilities, creating detailed procedures for handling various school crises, conducting
regular emergency drills, and assessing the effectiveness of plan implementation. (Brock et al.,
2014; Steeves et al., 2017).

Every participant in this study noted the significance of having a team or support when
preparing for crisis events. Some identified teams consisted of the principals, assistant principals,
nurses, and school psychologists, while other participants included district and community-level
supports as part of their crisis teams. Although school counselors can sometimes feel as though

they “Are on an island by themselves,” as Participant 2 stated, the resounding agreement for the
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need for support in crisis preparation is undeniable. Participant 4 stated, “It's not something
anybody can do by themselves. You've got to have a team, and we're pretty good about being
there for each other in our county,” regarding crisis preparation. Participant 7 shared the same
sentiment in stating, “yeah, if you feel like you have a team, cause you can't do it by yourself.”
Thematic category 4: Balanced preparation and well-being can help school counselors stay
centered.

The school counselors in this study were keenly aware of self-care strategies or
techniques they used in preparation for crisis events. Participant 4 mentioned walking and getting
routine massages. Participant 5 mentioned getting enough sleep and having enough energy.
Participant 8 discussed things she would do while in the school, including getting to work early,
maintaining her workspace, putting things away, making coffee, and mentally preparing for the
day. Family time, walking their dogs, planning something fun, journaling, and writing poetry
were other self-care strategies mentioned by participants.

The participants provided some helpful tips for school counselors to prepare physically
for a crisis event. Participant 9 stated doing a self-assessment was helpful: “Almost like a body
scan during the day, just kind of gave me a, a time to check on myself.” Participant 3 also
referred to the importance of breathing when asked about remaining confident in those
challenging times by stating she uses, “lots of grounding. Lots of breathing. Mindfulness. Trying
to stay present and not overthink it.”

A common strategy voiced by several participants was the benefit of talking with
someone. Some participants mentioned speaking with their friends or family, within the scope of
confidentiality. Others mentioned speaking with their school counselor colleagues, mentors,

district supervisors, or their own therapists. Administrators were also sounding boards that
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participants would turn to when they needed a listening ear. While administrators cannot force
teachers or other faculty to engage in self-care, they do play a central role in the well-being of
their staff by providing collegiate support and mentoring (Howell et al., 2019; Ludick & Figley,
2017).

In conjunction with self-care strategies or techniques, all 13 participants emphasized the
value of having a proactive mindset toward crisis events to create a balance between crisis
preparation and well-being. This emerged as a critical factor, given the emotional toll some of
these events can have on the school counselors. Participant 3 graciously shared about an event at
her school by stating, “I definitely wasn't prepared for how I would feel, let alone caring for the
emotions of our students, as well.” Participant 9 shared having support, “knowing the mental
state that [ was in, having something like that when you're struggling yourself is really helpful.”
Participant 5 acknowledged:

You have to keep a certain kind of composure, and yes, you can empathize, and yes,

maybe feelings can creep up here and there that you weren't expecting, but just knowing

where to put them and knowing where to store them for later, maybe, like when you can

come back in your own time and process them is... is... is good. (Participant 5)

The proactive mindset described by the participants entailed being as prepared as possible for
when, not if, but when a crisis occurs. It was noted that it is impossible to be fully prepared for
every crisis event that will occur.

Thematic category S: There is a need for more professional development and crisis
training.

Previous literature has frequently noted that school counselors often feel unprepared for

crisis events after graduating from their programs (Allen et al., 2002; Crepeau-Hobson et al.,
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2012; Fein et al., 2008). Several participants in this study shared similar feelings and reported
that more of their training opportunities came after their graduate program through professional
development. Several participants noted that there were no training courses that had enough
impact on crisis preparation to encourage them to add the context to their own toolbox. However,
Mental Health First Aid and trauma-informed training were mentioned by some participants as
beneficial to attend. They provide information that may assist in managing a crisis event.

Eleven out of the 13 participants agreed they did not have adequate training regarding
crisis preparation in their graduate programs. According to the participants, general mental health
concepts, counseling theories, ethical dilemmas, and foundational counseling skills were covered
in their graduate programs. Most of the participants mentioned that suicidal assessments were
covered in their programs, and responding to suicidal ideations were a common crisis event the
participants encountered often. However, 11 of the 13 participants did not gain enough
knowledge and practice during their graduate program to prepare for crisis events.

Participant 11°s response to the question regarding training and preparation for current
crisis events shares a comparable experience compared to other participants:

Honestly, I don't really remember too much training really related to crisis counseling in

graduate school. I mean, I know we had different like theories, classes, that kind of thing.

So, I guess you could kind of tie it back to that. But I don't really ever remember in terms

of training for a class that was involved with, with crisis counseling. So much of it has

been, maybe, like at our state conferences, or I've attended, like ASCA conferences in the
past. Or even, you know, like watching a webinar. You know that kind of thing, or just

even within our district. Most of that's probably a little bit more informal, just kind of
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discussions, you know, talking about like the crisis plans we have for kids. That kind of

thing. (Participant 11)

The two participants who presented as deviant cases regarding crisis preparation during their
graduate program discussed specific moments that made them feel more prepared when leaving
their program. Both participants mentioned that having someone come into their class and speak
about their personal experience with crisis response was beneficial. One of the two participants
received a semester-long course dedicated to crisis preparation, where she learned about the
mental health aspect of crisis and the necessity of having resources readily available for her
school and community during those times.

Thematic category 6: Collaboration with administration enhances confidence.

An essential role and ethical standard for the school counselor is collaborating with
students, school faculty/staff, and parents/guardians, when students need assistance (ASCA,
2024). Administrators, like school counselors, often serve on the front lines of student and school
needs (Alexander, 2021). Administrators often have a duty to develop the school crisis plan,
provide staff training, play a key role in ensuring readiness at the individual school level, and
clearly explain procedures to their staff (Steeves et al., 2017).

Comparable to the experiences reported by the school counselors in this study, other
school counselors have expressed confidence when supported by their administrators. A
collaborative effort between school counselors and administration is vital to crisis preparedness.
Participant 3 stated the following:

I think that administrators play a huge role in crisis preparedness, and having people that

are well versed in procedures brings a lot of...what's the word... it helps me feel more

confident knowing that I have a good team behind me. (Participant 3)
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Participant 12 shared a similar insight in stating, “I think because I have a supportive admin team
who value what I do, that definitely makes me feel empowered to do what needs to be done.”
Discussion

Albert Bandura’s self-efficacy theory provides the foundation for this study. According to
Bandura’s self-efficacy theory, an efficacy expectation refers to the belief in one's ability to
successfully perform the necessary actions to achieve desired outcomes, with stronger
perceptions of self-efficacy leading to greater effort and persistence (Bandura, 1977). Bandura's
(1977) theory proposes that with outcome expectancy, specific behaviors lead to certain
outcomes. These two concepts differ in context, as a person may believe that a particular
behavior will lead to a specific outcome, but self-doubt about their ability to perform the
behavior can influence the behavior itself. One’s belief is likely to affect whether one attempts to
cope with any situation (Bandura, 1977).

Researchers indicate that many school counselors do not feel adequately prepared to
manage crisis events upon graduating from their programs (Allen et al., 2002; Crepeau-Hobson
etal., 2012; Fein et al., 2008). ASCA (2024) stated that school counselors work to address
“serious and foreseeable harm™ (p. 2). Most participants reported completing their graduate
programs several years ago; however, they stated that their programs did not prepare them for
crisis events. It is important to note that most of the participants stated their programs did cover
suicidal ideations within a crisis context, and the participants all voiced confidence in responding
to these types of concerns. It is difficult to know how much of this introduction in graduate
school versus the cumulative experience influenced this confidence. The two school counselors
who had different experiences mentioned the external personnel who were brought into their

crisis courses to provide first-hand accounts of what preparation and response may look like for a
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crisis. This had the most impact on these two participants. In addition, these participants stated
they covered multiple crisis scenarios that could occur.

Counselor educators have noted inconsistencies with how school counselors-in-training
are being prepared versus what data they may encounter in the field (Watkinson et al., 2018;
Watkinson et al., 2021). School counselors play a key role in promoting safe school initiatives,
actively contributing to safety efforts and responding to critical incidents (ASCA, 2025).
Although the participants recognized it may be difficult to cover crisis planning or protocols
specifically, given that all schools have a different approach, they did provide some ideas that
counselor educators could include into their courses to better prepare school counselors for crisis
events. Participant 5 suggested providing scenarios related to Tier 3 behaviors. She stated that
having the opportunity to practice and discuss what the preparation and response may look like
for targeted behaviors would be useful in graduate school. Participant 6 mentioned that grief is
not discussed enough and can be directly related to crisis. Participant 7 mentioned that practicing
scenarios, role plays, and having someone teach what crisis preparation and response may look
like in the school setting is important for those in higher education to consider incorporating into
their courses. Preparation and response look different from a clinical mental health standpoint,
outside of a school setting.

Counselor education programs have a responsibility to prepare students to become
well-rounded professionals by providing them with exposure to various aspects of counseling,
even if only briefly (Limberg et al., 2020). School counselors are essential in leading response
and recovery efforts during school-based violence and other crisis events (ASCA, 2025). School
counselors can provide preventive approaches, in addition to being a vital part of the team in

response to and after a crisis (ASCA, 2025). Participant 8 stated that incorporating some basic
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knowledge about Child Protective Services and basic knowledge about the type of crisis events
that could occur would be a helpful introduction in graduate school. Participant 9 thoughtfully
suggested informing those in their graduate program about things they should not say to someone
in crisis could truly have a beneficial impact. Participant 11 and Participant 12 both stated the
importance of discussing the school counselor’s role during crisis preparation so that when the
time comes to respond to a crisis, there is no conflict or misunderstanding in what the school
counselor will do. They both mentioned differences that may occur across schools regarding the
school counselor’s role; however, graduate school is a perfect time to discuss appropriate and
inappropriate roles in crisis response, so new school counselors feel confident in advocating for
their role.

Although school counselors can never be fully prepared for every crisis they encounter,
there are things they can do to be as prepared as possible. Establishing positive, working
relationships with all stakeholders, including staff, administration, co-counselors, district leaders,
parents and guardians, and external entities is vital for crisis preparation (ASCA, 2024). Having
an updated list of resources, protocols, and procedures are essential tools for being prepared
when a crisis occurs. Having a pre-made crisis tote that includes items such as coloring sheets
and crayons, paper, and fidgets is helpful.

Like Brown (2019), the participants in this study conveyed that school counselors cannot
prepare or respond to crisis events alone. Therefore, it is imperative to have a well-formed crisis
team for when these things happen. School counselors must have a proactive mindset between
crisis preparation and well-being. ASCA (2024) ethical standards encourage school counselors to

engage in wellness and self-care by regularly assessing mental, emotional, and physical health,
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and seeking guidance from an experienced school counseling professional or others when
necessary.

Although participants in this study noted few professional development opportunities
specifically focused on crisis preparation, many mentioned ASCA and their state counseling
association as resources for training. Pursuing professional development opportunities, such as
Mental Health First Aid training and trauma-informed practices training, can enhance a school
counselor’s skill set and assist with crisis preparation, even in the absence of specific
crisis-related context. It is not enough to simply have a positive relationship with administration.
The school counselor’s role, along with all crisis team members, and an understanding of the
protocols and procedures need to be established from the beginning to ensure communication is
effective during times of crisis (Cook et al., 2024).

Limitations

The themes from this study were derived directly from the perceptions and perspectives
of the 13 school counselors in this study. Therefore, they may not represent all school
counselors’ perspectives. Other limitations of the study included limited ethnic diversity, limited
gender representation, a limited geographic scope, and possible self-reporting bias. This lack of
diversity may limit the applicability of the results to school counselors from diverse ethnic and
cultural backgrounds.

Conclusion

School counselors work in a role that can be both stressful and immensely rewarding.
This research examined school counselors' experiences preparing for current crisis events,
focusing on their training, professional development, self-efficacy, mentorship, and stress

management strategies. Participants emphasized the importance of building positive relationships
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within the school and community, noting that these connections fostered confidence among
students, teachers, parents, administrators, and other stakeholders during crises. While complete
preparation for all crisis events is unattainable, practical tools can enhance crisis readiness. The
findings highlighted the necessity of well-established crisis teams, as school counselors cannot
manage crises alone. A proactive approach to crisis preparation, training, and well-being is
essential. Ultimately, school counselors gain confidence through experience, ongoing training,

and the support of their school and community networks.
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