
Understanding School Counselor Crisis Needs 
and Challenges: Insights from a Statewide 

Survey



The WHY.



Survey Question focus areas:

1. Who our school counselors are and what their roles look like across the state
2. Familiarity with the ASCA Model and how they use it
3. Crisis preparedness: both proactive and responsive needs
4. The challenges they face and the supports they need
5. What is their perception of how they are heard in your schools and 

communities



Interesting issues we had to overcome

1. BUGS . . 
2. Inability to email/connect with school counselors 

due to fire walls/security
3. No accurate list of practicing school counselors- 

only a list of who is certified 



Cross section of who took survey









Survey Findings



Three domains of a school counselor 







Understanding Crisis response
Crisis Response & Impact on Tier 1 Services

● Examples of crises:
○ Suicidal thoughts or attempts
○ Significant behavioral concerns
○ Student or community death
○ Traumatic events impacting students or staff

● Crisis response requires immediate attention and often includes:
○ Safety assessments and intervention
○ Student and family support
○ Collaboration with staff and community providers
○ Follow-up and ongoing monitoring

● Impact on Tier 1 services:
○ Crisis needs take priority over planned prevention programming.
○ Supporting one student in crisis can require ½ a school day or longer, reducing time 

available for proactive services such as classroom lessons and school-wide initiatives.











time for absorption . . 



Focus Group findings



Participants across all three focus groups identified the
following:

• Tier 1 instruction across all three ASCA domains is valued but highly vulnerable to

disruption.

• Crisis response and non-counseling duties routinely pull counselors away from classroom

lessons.

• Missed Tier 1 instruction is rarely rescheduled, leading to uneven student access.

Some counselors reported hesitation or limited buy-in by administrators or communities

for prevention-focuses Social/Emotional instruction.

• Rural contexts amplify challenges, with constant triage limiting capacity for sustained Tier

1 systems.



Need for continued PD on crisis response









Schools w/o school counselors 



Schools w/o school counselors 



Overall Findings





MSCA Action plan
1. Action Planning for Advocacy - Use survey findings to strengthen advocacy and 

awareness. Translate survey data into accessible advocacy materials that elevate the counseling 
role, clarify barriers, and support alignment with ASCA standards at the school, district, and state 
levels.

2. Action Planning for Professional Development - Design and deliver professional 
development that reflects variation in district size and setting, aligns with counselors’ identified 
interests and preferred formats, and includes a mix of in-person, virtual, and self-paced options - 
incorporating enhanced crisis response and staff-support training for smaller districts and 
advanced data-use training for larger systems.

3. Action Planning for Building Connection & Providing Support - Establish and 
strengthen regional and virtual communities of practice, including structured MSCA-facilitated 
peer support opportunities, to connect counselors across similar contexts, reduce isolation, and 
provide debriefing and consultation following significant crisis events - supporting counselors in 
addressing compassion fatigue and sustaining effective practice, especially for those serving as 
the sole counselor in a building or district. 



Recommendations For State-Level Leaders, Districts and School leaders
1. Support professional growth and retention. Provide access to peer support, structured 
debriefing, and wellness-oriented professional development, release time, mentoring, and 
professional development, particularly for early career counselors and those serving in small or 
under resourced districts.

2. Integrate counselors into leadership and school safety structures. Ensure counselors are 
active members of school safety teams, crisis response planning, MTSS leadership, and school 
improvement efforts to strengthen collaboration and role clarity and shared accountability.

3. Develop clear, district-level processes to support school counselors following significant 
crisis events, including scheduled debriefing time, access to peer or supervisory consultation, 
and temporary workload adjustments when appropriate.

4.  Invest in resources to build crisis and mental health capacity in rural and isolated districts. 
Support targeted funding for crisis response, mental health, and staff-support training in smaller 
and geographically isolated districts where counselor confidence in these areas is lowest.



Goal 1: Strengthen Prevention Through Comprehensive School 
Counseling

Objective: Increase Tier 1 prevention efforts that reduce behavioral health concerns before they become 
crises.

Action Steps

● Promote implementation of the ASCA National Model across Montana schools.
● Expand universal social-emotional learning, belonging, and career readiness programming.
● Develop resources demonstrating how comprehensive school counseling improves school safety.
● Advocate for protected time for counselors to provide preventive services.

Measures

● Increase schools implementing comprehensive counseling programs.
● Increase counselor time spent in Tier 1 services.
● Increase student participation in prevention programming.



Goal 2: Increase Crisis Preparedness and Response Capacity

Objective: Ensure every school has trained personnel and clear protocols for behavioral 
health and safety crises.

Action Steps

● Expand PREPaRE and crisis response training opportunities.
● Develop regional crisis response support networks.
● Create school counselor crisis toolkits and response guides.
● Collaborate with school psychologists, administrators, law enforcement, and community 

mental health providers.

Measures

● Increase number of trained crisis responders.
● Increase schools with updated crisis protocols.
● Improve counselor confidence in crisis response.



Goal 3: Clarify the Role of School Counselors in School Safety

Objective: Ensure stakeholders understand how school counselors contribute to safe schools.

Action Steps

● Share statewide survey findings with policymakers and educational leaders.
● Develop advocacy materials outlining counselor roles before, during, and after crises.
● Provide presentations to administrators and school boards.
● Advocate for appropriate staffing ratios.

Measures

● Increased stakeholder understanding.
● Increased districts adopting role-aligned practices.
● Reduction in inappropriate non-counseling duties.



Goal 4: Expand Support for Rural and Underserved Schools
Objective: Reduce disparities in school safety supports across Montana.

Action Steps

● Establish Peer Learning Communities.
● Provide virtual coaching and consultation.
● Connect schools without counselors to regional supports.
● Increase partnerships with postsecondary institutions and community agencies.

Measures

● Participation in PLCs.
● Increased access to consultation.
● Increased implementation of evidence-based practices.



Goal 5: Strengthen Family and Community Partnerships
Objective: Engage families earlier to support student well-being and school safety.

Action Steps

● Develop family education resources.
● Increase communication following behavioral health concerns.
● Partner with community mental health agencies.
● Promote early intervention and referral pathways.

Measures

● Family participation.
● Increased referrals to appropriate services.
● Stakeholder satisfaction.



Goal 6: Use Data to Drive Continuous Improvement
Objective: Use statewide data to inform school safety decisions.

Action Steps

● Continue annual or biannual statewide surveys.
● Monitor behavioral health trends.
● Share findings with stakeholders.
● Use data to guide professional development and advocacy priorities.

Measures

● Annual reports produced.
● Increased stakeholder engagement.
● Data-informed policy recommendations.



Thank you for your interest in this data.  
Please reach out to MSCA’s ED Tina Boone at 
executivedirector@mtschoolcounselor.org 

if you have any questions or would like continued collaboration.

mailto:executivedirector@mtschoolcounselor.org

