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ABOUT THIS REPORT
This research brief comes from the MERC Supporting Mental Health in Schools study.
Launched in 2021 in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study explores
research-based strategies for supporting mental health in PK-12 school settings, as well as
the emotional and professional capacity of PK-12 faculty and staff in the MERC region to
support the social and emotional wellness of their students. This brief shares takeaways
from a systematic literature review that highlight the factors that inhibit and support the
work of school-based mental health providers, including school counselors, school social
workers, and school psychologists. It outlines the roles and responsibilities of these
professionals, the challenges they face, and the factors that help facilitate their work. It
concludes with a series of recommendations for practice, policy, and research.

Publication Date

July 2024

Recommended Citation

Naff, D., Murphy, J., Javna, A., Aldrich, W., Standish, E., Joy, J., Cross, C., & Saji, S. (2024).
Factors that inhibit and support the work of school-based mental health providers. Richmond,
VA: Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium.

This report was also made possible through significant contributions from Suzanne Hart,
Amy Johnson, Britney Carr, Sunny Shin, and Patrice Beard.

A report by the Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium

Established in 1991, the Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium (MERC) is a
research alliance between the School of Education at Virginia Commonwealth University
and school divisions in metropolitan Richmond: Chesterfield, Goochland, Hanover, Henrico,
and Richmond Public Schools. Through our Policy and Planning Council, MERC division
superintendents and other division leaders identify issues facing their students and
educators and MERC designs and executes research studies to explore them, ultimately
making recommendations for policy and practice. MERC has five core principles that guide
its work: relevance, impact, rigor, multiple perspectives, and relationships.

https://merc.soe.vcu.edu/projects/mental-health/
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu/about/mission/


2

CONTENTS

BACKGROUND 3
Search Methodology 3

WHO ARE SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL HEALTH PROVIDERS AND HOW DO THEY
TYPICALLY SPEND THEIR TIME? 4

School Counselors 4
Degree and Licensure Requirements 4
Job Duties 5

School Psychologists 6
Degree and Licensure Requirements 6
Job Duties 6

School Social Workers 7
Degree and Licensure Requirements 7
Job Duties 8

WHAT CHALLENGES OR BARRIERS EXIST FOR SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL
HEALTH PROVIDERS TO OFFER SERVICES FOR THEIR STUDENTS? 8

Ratios 9
Time Constraints and Competing Demands 9

WHAT FACTORS HELP FACILITATE THE WORK OF SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL
HEALTH PROVIDERS? 10

Establishing Systematic Support Systems 11
Cultivating Safe and Empathetic Spaces 12
Promoting Student Access and Agency 13

RECOMMENDATIONS 14
Practice Recommendations 14
Policy Recommendations 15
Research Recommendations 16

REFERENCES 18



3

BACKGROUND

School counselors, school social workers, and school psychologists often comprise the
primary mental health support team within PK-12 school systems. Each professional is
trained and licensed with theoretical and practical knowledge that helps to meet the social,
emotional, and behavioral needs of students at varying developmental levels. They also
often encounter unique structural barriers and other challenges that may inhibit their
ability to meet those needs. According to the National Center for Education Statistics’
School Pulse Panel, 58% of public schools reported in March 2024 that they saw an increase
from last school year in students seeking school-based mental health services. Despite an
increased need for school-based mental health services, only 9% of public schools
“strongly agreed” that they could provide services to all students indicating need. Of the
schools that did not strongly agree, 59% identified insufficient mental health staff coverage
as a barrier. However, research suggests that the work that these school-based mental
health (SBMH) providers do offers meaningful impacts for the students, families, schools,
and communities that they serve.

To explore the factors that support or inhibit the work of school-based mental health
providers, researchers from the Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium (MERC)
conducted a systematic review of literature published between 2003 and 2023. The results
presented in this research brief represent a synopsis of findings that address the following
questions: 1) Who are school-based mental health providers and how do they typically
spend their time? 2) What challenges or barriers exist for school-based mental health
providers to offer services for their students? and 3) What factors help facilitate the work
of school-based mental health providers?

Search Methodology

Utilizing the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) and PsychInfo databases,
researchers used the search terms: "k-12" OR "k12" OR "elementary school" OR "middle
school" OR "high school" OR “high-school” OR "secondary school" AND "counselor*" OR
"social worker*" OR "psychologist*" AND "time" OR "engagement" OR "involvement" OR
"participation." This yielded 1,730 results. Researchers then manually reviewed titles and
abstracts of the entire list of results, eliminating any articles that did not include a PK-12
focus (n = 185), did not explore the work of school-based mental health providers (school
counselors, school social workers, or school counselors; n = 881), did not include a focus on
PK-12 student outcomes, either social, emotional, behavioral, or academic (n = 579), was not
empirical (analyzing data and providing original findings; n = 338), or did not include a focus
on mental health support or social and emotional development (n = 804).1 Researchers then
conducted a full review of the 254 articles that were not eliminated during the initial
screening, eliminating another 203 using the same criteria, 33 of which were eliminated
because they were not accessible. Next, researchers read the remaining 51 articles for key
information and conducted a quality appraisal using the Mixed-Methods Appraisal Tool

1 Note that articles could be excluded for more than one of these criteria.

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/spp/results.asp
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu
https://eric.ed.gov/
https://www.ebsco.com/products/research-databases/apa-psycinfo
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(MMAT),2 eliminating another nine articles due to low quality. Following these steps for
refinement, this literature review includes a total of 43 empirical, peer-reviewed studies
published since 2023.

In addition to the reviewed empirical articles, this research brief includes information from
the American School Counselor Association (ASCA), the National Association of School
Psychologists (NASP), and the School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA). Because
MERC is a research-practice partnership situated in metropolitan Richmond, Virginia, this
report also includes background information about the roles and responsibilities of SBMH
providers in the Commonwealth of Virginia, primarily from the Virginia Department of
Education (VDOE). The brief concludes with a series of recommendations for practice,
policy, and research based on the findings.

WHO ARE SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL HEALTH PROVIDERS AND HOW
DO THEY TYPICALLY SPEND THEIR TIME?

This section will discuss the roles and responsibilities of school counselors, school
psychologists, and school social workers, drawing from peer reviewed literature as well as
national and state organizations that support and guide their work.

School Counselors

School counselors are school-based mental health professionals who take on multiple
duties and responsibilities to support the students in their schools. School counselors
represent the most commonly utilized mental health resource in the school setting.3
According to ASCA, “School counselors are highly educated, professionally certified
individuals who help students succeed in school and plan their career.” More specifically,
they provide services that help students develop knowledge and skills in three domains:
academic success, career and college readiness, and appropriate social and emotional (SEL)
development.

Degree and Licensure Requirements

ASCA indicates that becoming a school counselor in the US typically requires a graduate
degree (e.g. masters). School counselors also hold licensure and credentialing from the
state’s education department in which they work, and to receive licensure, a school
counselor must complete graduate coursework and an internship in school counseling.
Oftentimes, school counselors must also pass a comprehensive exam.4 In Virginia, school
counselors must hold a master’s degree from a regionally accredited institution and have
completed a preparation program requiring practicum and internship experience. After

4 American School Counselor Association
3 Gren-Landell et al. (2013)
2 Hong et al. (2018)

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/About-School-Counseling/School-Counselor-Roles-Ratios
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/who-are-school-psychologists
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/who-are-school-psychologists
https://www.sswaa.org/school-social-work
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/About-School-Counseling/School-Counselor-Roles-Ratios
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/About-School-Counseling/State-Requirements-Programs
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/About-School-Counseling/State-Requirements-Programs
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-012-0336-z
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jep.12884?casa_token=0JS9hC9dbp4AAAAA%3A3saAicyW3yzqUwwX4vLWTosqj1hKVS0EkoujRjbik85yJi_lsaJowIBIOohds_LRpF-v97-20JsDEuE
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meeting these requirements, they can apply for licensure with the VDOE. Additionally,
school counselors are expected to engage in continuing education to maintain competency
in relevant topics and adhere to the ASCA Ethical Standards for School Counselors.

Job Duties

As of July 2023, the Virginia General Assembly approved Senate Bill 1043, which specifies
and outlines how school counselors should allocate their time. According to the Virginia
Department of Education (VDOE), school counselors must spend 80% of their time
providing direct counseling services to individuals or groups of students, and the remaining
20% should include program planning and school support.5 Direct counseling includes
individual or group interactions with students, which are often supported by interactions
and communication with other key people in a student’s life, like parents, caregivers, or
teachers. Program planning and school support refers to any actions that plan, manage,
and assess school counseling activities. School counselors provide their services through
eight modes of delivery, all of which represent direct counseling expectations outlined by
the VDOE:

1. Counseling curriculum
2. Small group counseling
3. Individual counseling
4. Crisis response
5. Individual student planning
6. Consultation
7. Collaboration
8. Referral

Among their direct counseling duties, school counselors provide various avenues of student
outreach and support.6 This can occur in the classroom counseling curriculum, small group
counseling, or individual counseling.7 For example, school counselors may engage in
targeted small group or individual counseling for chronically absent students to encourage
school success.8 It is important for school counselors to prioritize directly supporting
student needs and serving as advocates for their success.9

School counselors also often engage in academic advising, which involves individual
planning with students as well as support, outreach, consultation, and collaboration with
parents or caregivers.10 For example, students interviewed about their school counselors
reported that school counselors will typically try to meet with students once per year to
ensure they are academically on track for graduation. Additionally, high school counselors

10 Dorado (2014); Virginia Department of Education
9 American School Counselor Association (2019); Atkins-Siddiq (2019); Dorado (2014)
8 Kurt (2012)
7 American School Counselor Association (2019); Virginia Department of Education
6 Austin (2013); Bennett (2013)
5 Based on § 22.1-291.1�1.

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/44f30280-ffe8-4b41-9ad8-f15909c3d164/EthicalStandards.pdf
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?231+sum+SB1043&231+sum+SB1043
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://eric.ed.gov/?q=Kurt&ff1=souProQuest+LLC&ff2=autKurt%2C+Layla
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-counseling-and-advisement
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1312761241?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED566293
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title22.1/chapter15/section22.1-291.1:1/
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may prioritize meetings with 12th grade students to discuss postsecondary plans and offer
help in ways that supplement their coursework.11 School counselors also often help
coordinate community and parent support systems that aim to promote student success
and healthy development.12 A comprehensive school counseling program is an interactive
process that often extends beyond the school building and into the community in which
students live.13

School Psychologists

According to the NASP, school psychologists are school-based mental health professionals
who collaborate with parents, educators, and administrators to establish secure, healthy
learning environments to support students’ academic, social, behavioral, and emotional
development. The NASP and Division 16 of the American Psychological Association (APA)
provide support and infrastructures for comprehensive psychological services to students,
families, and schools. There generally is an agreement that school psychologists need to
explore different models of service delivery and broaden their scope of practice beyond the
traditional practices of assessment and placement that have dominated the field.14

Degree and Licensure Requirements

According to Virginia code 18VAC125-20-56, school psychologists “shall hold at least a
master's degree in school psychology, with a minimum of at least 60 semester credit hours
or 90 quarter hours, from a college or university accredited by a regional accrediting
agency.” Alternatively, they can “have a master's degree from a psychology program that
offers education and training to prepare individuals for the practice of school psychology,”
and that training must align with the school-specific requirements of applied psychology
training as outlined in Virginia code § 54.1-3600. The VDOE outlines that school
psychologists must go through advanced graduate preparation that includes coursework
and hands-on training, and they usually earn a doctorate, master's plus, or specialist degree
program. A state credential or a national certification from the National School Psychology
Certification Board is also required.15

Job Duties

In addition to working with families, teachers, and other mental health specialists, school
psychologists offer direct support and interventions to students. School psychologists
particularly work with students struggling with learning barriers. Some additional job
duties outlined by the VDOE include:

15 National Association of School Psychologists (2021)
14 Nelson et al. (2006)
13 Austin (2013); Hernandez (2014)
12 Dorado (2014); Sink & Stroh (2003)
11 Dorado (2014)

https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/who-are-school-psychologists
https://www.apa.org/about/division/div16
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/admincode/title18/agency125/chapter20/section56/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/54.1-3600/
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-psychology-services
https://www.nasponline.org/standards-and-certification/school-psychology-credentialing-resources
https://www.nasponline.org/standards-and-certification/national-certification/national-school-psychology-certification-board-members
https://www.nasponline.org/standards-and-certification/national-certification/national-school-psychology-certification-board-members
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-psychology-services
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-psychology-services
https://www.nasponline.org/
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0084132
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1312761241?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1560682848?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42732452
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
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● Encouraging safe and supportive school environments
● Preventing bullying
● Encouraging social-emotional learning
● Enforcing positive and adaptive behavior
● Offering crisis prevention and intervention services
● Delivering professional development to families and school personnel on topics like

trauma informed care and suicide prevention
● Conducting psychoeducational assessments with cultural competence

The stated mission of NASP is to represent and assist school psychologists through
leadership to improve all children’s mental health and education competency.16 School
psychologists assist students, families, teachers, and community members in
comprehending and resolving both brief and long-term chronic problems that students
may encounter to help them flourish academically, socially, and emotionally. Furthermore,
research suggests that school psychologists play an important role in leading initiatives
aimed at enhancing the social and emotional health of students across the schools that
they serve.17 For example, teachers, school counselors, and administrators often rely on
school psychologists to help intervene with challenging student behaviors. 18 They are often
involved in testing for students and special education services, and are frequently
responsible for supporting educators and parents in developing behavioral intervention
plans, particularly in the school setting.19

School Social Workers

According to the SSWAA, school social workers are specially trained to work in PK-12
school settings with the ability to offer support related to mental health, behavior and
academics. They consult with other educators, mental health providers, and administrators
in schools and often serve as a primary liaison with families and the community, offering a
potential conduit for active collaboration with parents and other caregivers. They also
provide leadership to help inform policies and practices related to school discipline and
mental health support, as well as crisis and behavior intervention.20

Degree and Licensure Requirements

According to the VDOE, in order to practice in the Commonwealth of Virginia, school social
workers must have a masters degree in social work and obtain a license from the Virginia
Board of Education pursuant to 8VAC20-23-700. Their license must also include an
endorsement in school social work to endorse their capability of working in public school

20 National Association of Social Workers (NASW); Stone et al. (2013)
19 Carboni (2012)
18 Sharp & McCallum (2005)
17 Atkins-Siddiq (2019)
16 Atkins-Siddiq (2019)

https://www.sswaa.org/school-social-work
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-social-work-services#:~:text=Training%20%26%20Licensure&text=Per%20Virginia%20regulations%20(8VAC20%2D23,practice%20in%20Virginia%20public%20schools.
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/admincode/title8/agency20/chapter23/section700/
https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/School-Social-Work#:~:text=They%20work%20directly%20with%20school,crisis%20management%2C%20and%20support%20services.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512464581
https://www.proquest.com/openview/ad1adf879d3041bac8af89a21356737b/1?cbl=18750&pq-origsite=gscholar&parentSessionId=erW%2B3aJPB5kays9voBtUrzYNFJzm0zL%2BGqWAfKELCbA%3D
https://doi.org/10.1300/J370v21n01_03
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
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settings. Many follow a national practice model set by the SSWAA and all adhere to ethical
standards set by the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) and SSWAA, in addition
to being guided by policies in the school divisions in which they serve.

Job Duties

In Virginia, school social workers help to address barriers that may impact a student’s
success in school, and their job duties include:

● Participation in 504 and Individualized Education Plan (IEP) teams
● Providing crisis intervention, including detecting and reporting abuse, and assessing

depression, anxiety, and suicidality
● Offering individual and group counseling to students
● Advocating for students to have equitable access to community-based services and

resources that address issues including medical needs, chronic absenteeism,
pregnancy, and substance use, and abuse

The VDOE also articulates school social worker duties related to serving families as well as
school personnel, including family education, advocacy, coordination with external
agencies, participation in Virginia Tiered Systems of Support (VTSS) teams, and offering
professional development on issues related to their professional training and purview.

To successfully accomplish their complex roles, school social workers must maintain a
systems focus that recognizes the barriers and supports that students encounter at the
personal, social, and societal levels and offer help accordingly.21 Their workload is also often
varied depending on the school context in which they serve and the needs of the student
body at any given time.22 For example, school social workers have been relied on heavily to
address rising issues with chronic absenteeism in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.23 As
community connectors with mental health training, school social workers play a crucial
role in building a positive, nurturing climate in schools24 that helps students develop
socially and emotionally, along with their school counselor and school psychologist
colleagues.

WHAT CHALLENGES OR BARRIERS EXIST FOR SCHOOL-BASED MENTAL
HEALTH PROVIDERS TO OFFER SERVICES FOR THEIR STUDENTS?

This section will detail some of the key challenges that SBMH providers routinely navigate,
with a focus on the number of students that they serve compared to the recommended
ratios by national and state organizations, as well as documented time constraints and
competing demands in school settings.

24 Atkins-Siddiq (2019)
23 Naff et al. (2023)
22 Beckman & Hagquist (2016)
21 Atkins-Siddiq (2019)

https://aab82939-3e7b-497d-8f30-a85373757e29.filesusr.com/ugd/426a18_09cc4457882b4138bb70d3654a0b87bc.pdf
https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English
https://www.sswaa.org/ethical-guidelines
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/specialized-student-support-services/school-social-work-services
https://www.doe.virginia.gov/programs-services/student-services/vulnerable-students-wellbeing-student-success/virginia-tiered-systems-of-supports-vtss
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu/reports/research-briefs/chronic-absenteeism/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2015.1084234
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
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Ratios

SBMH providers are tasked with supporting students in the school setting. However, the
ratio of students to providers is often high relative to recommendations from professional
organizations, therefore limiting the amount of time spent with individual students.25 High
school students participating in a 2014 study by Dorado indicated that while time spent
with school counselors was valuable, they perceived the counselors to have many
responsibilities, which limited the development of meaningful relationships.26 Per ASCA, the
ratio of students to school counselors should be 250�1. Virginia code § 22.1-253.13�2.
mandates that the student-to-counselor ratio must be 325�1 in kindergarten through
twelfth grade, which exceeds the ASCA recommendations by 75 students. In 2021, Virginia
reports demonstrated that the active student-to-counselor ratio stood at 328�1. This
change in staffing expectations was an attempt to reduce the caseload of school
counselors.

Similarly, as per the SSWAA, the recommended ratio for school social workers is 250�1, with
a lower ratio in schools that serve students with more intensive needs. NASP recommends
a ratio of 500�1 for school psychologists. In Virginia, there is no staffing requirement for
school social workers and school psychologists; instead, these two positions are considered
to be specialized student support personnel, which also includes school nurses, licensed
behavior analysts, and other licensed health and behavioral positions. In 2021, school
divisions are now required to employ three specialized student support personnel for every
1000 students. Therefore, there is great variability among school divisions on the positions
filled to satisfy the state-required specialized student support personnel ratio. In 2021, the
average Virginia school social worker served 1,618 students, and the average Virginia school
psychologist served 1,686 students. Some divisions do not employ either of these positions,
and there are programs aimed at supporting these divisions with the recruitment and
retention of school-based mental health providers.27

Time Constraints and Competing Demands

Limited ability to allocate time to mental health services for students is a primary barrier
for SBMH providers. This is due to a variety of factors. Staffing shortages among SBMH
providers can lead them to have limited time to focus on prevention and intervention of
mental health needs and services for their students.28 Research often reinforces the need
for school districts to continue to develop staffing policies and ratios that increase the
quantity of SBMH providers in schools, allowing for increased time to commit to mental
health service provision.29

29 Zabek et al., (2023)
28 Hoover & Bostic (2020); Mellin & Weist (2011); Zabek et al., (2023)
27 Virginia Department of Education (2021)

26 Dorado (2014)

25 Naff et al. (2020)

https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/About-School-Counseling/School-Counselor-Roles-Ratios
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/22.1-253.13:2/
https://rga.lis.virginia.gov/Published/2021/RD264/PDF
https://rga.lis.virginia.gov/Published/2021/RD264
https://rga.lis.virginia.gov/Published/2021/RD264
https://www.sswaa.org/ssw-model
https://www.nasponline.org/about-school-psychology/state-shortages-data-dashboard
https://rga.lis.virginia.gov/Published/2021/RD264/PDF
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-022-09535-0
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201900575
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-011-9049-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-022-09535-0
https://rga.lis.virginia.gov/Published/2021/RD264/PDF
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/merc_pubs/112/
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Additionally, SBMH providers often find their time to be limited to commit to interventions,
due to the competing roles and responsibilities that they have. For example, school
counselors have reported responsibilities such as administering and proctoring tests,
supporting course registration and schedule development, and guiding students through
college application processes, which often reduces their capacity to provide mental health
services for their students.30 Furthermore, excessive amounts of administrative work
assigned to SBMH providers can limit the time available for them to provide adequate
mental health services to students.31 SBMH providers tend to perceive relationship-building
and checking in with students as necessary tasks that can sometimes be difficult to fulfill
due to competing demands.32 This is often particularly true at the end of the academic year
when testing and school dropout prevention efforts are particularly acute.33

Other competing tasks tend to be particularly salient for specific SBMH providers, like the
need for school psychologists to complete student behavioral and cognitive evaluations and
school counselors spending time in academic advising,34 or school social workers needing
to intervene with students who are chronically absent.35 Limited time to work individually
with students is another barrier. Due to the time-limited nature of implementing mental
health services in a school setting, school counselors have noted this as undermining their
ability to properly provide therapeutic support for their students.36 This may be particularly
true in schools of concentrated poverty or in rural locations where the availability of SBMH
providers is often more limited.37

WHAT FACTORS HELP FACILITATE THE WORK OF SCHOOL-BASED
MENTAL HEALTH PROVIDERS?

The reviewed research demonstrated empirical connections between student interactions
with school-based mental health providers and the social, emotional, and behavioral
outcomes they experienced. This included documented increases in student belonging,38
positive coping skill development,39 social capital,40mindfulness,41 and leadership skills,42 as

42 Farnum (2015)
41 Axelrod & Santagata (2022); Groark (2019)
40 Dorado (2014)
39 Belcher (2004)
38 Barkdull (2004)
37 Austin (2013); Graves et al. (2023)
36 Dorado (2014)
35 Naff et al. (2023); Young et al. (2020)
34 Puhy et al. (2021)
33 Roth et al. (2017)
32 Dorado (2014); Stone et al. (2013)
31 Bahr et al. (2017); Puhy et al. (2021); Zabek et al., (2023)
30 Dorado (2014)

https://scholarworks.unr.edu/handle/11714/2473
https://doi.org/10.1080/15377903.2021.1941472
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2343288337?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2492320762?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/305138259?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1312761241?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.amepre.2022.09.003
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu/reports/research-briefs/chronic-absenteeism/
https://doi.org/10.1093/cs/cdaa009
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22541
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2017.12087610
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512464581
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22020
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22541
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-022-09535-0
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
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well as reductions in bullying,43 learned helplessness,44 risk-taking behaviors,45
absenteeism,46 violent behavior,47 and school disciplinary infractions.48 Additionally, there
was evidence of how SBMH providers contributed to positive academic outcomes for the
students that they served. This included encouraging students to take rigorous courses like
Advanced Placement (AP),49 connecting students with resources that informed their
academic, postsecondary, and career trajectories,50 serving on IEP and 504 committees to
ensure that students receive appropriate accommodations,51 and preventing school
dropout52 while promoting on-time graduation.53 There is even research evidence that the
consistent presence of a licensed school psychologist in a school across multiple
consecutive years is associated with increases in standardized test scores.54 Furthermore,
SBMH providers play a crucial role in supporting the social, emotional, behavioral, and
academic outcomes of students from low-income as well as racial and ethnic minority
backgrounds.55 It is clear that SBMH providers are tasked with supporting student
development in a variety of ways. But what does research indicate as the factors that help
facilitate their work? This section details three primary themes that emerged in the
research, including establishing systematic support systems, cultivating safe and
empathetic spaces, and promoting student access and agency in school-based mental
health support settings.

Establishing Systematic Support Systems

Working systematically within a school contributes to more effective mental health support
for students. In schools that utilize structures like multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS)
to promote positive student mental health, there are often multiple stakeholders involved
at different levels of prevention and intervention that include not only SBMH providers, but
also teachers, administrators, parents, and community partners. Oftentimes, SBMH
providers like school counselors end up serving a facilitative or coordinating role in these
structures because of their familiarity with the needs of the students that they serve and
their training to recognize when social, emotional, behavioral, and mental health needs can
be addressed within a school setting and when they need to be referred to a community
provider for more targeted intervention.56 In a 2019 study, Atkins-Siddiq interviewed 12
school leaders, including administrators, school social workers, and school psychologists

56 Sink & Stroh (2003)
55 Dorado (2014); Stone et al. (2013)
54 Stone et al. (2013)
53 Dorado (2014)
52 Bennett (2013)
51 Nelson et al. (2006)
50 Dorado (2014)
49 Bentsen (2017)
48 Austin (2013)
47 Carlson (2003)
46 Austin (2013)
45 Atkins-Siddiq (2019)
44 Beard (2019)
43 Beckman & Hagquist (2016)

https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42732452
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512464581
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731512464581
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED566293
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0084132
https://inspire.redlands.edu/work/ns/f705cfb9-c56d-433a-b963-5f04cc923c29
https://www.ideals.illinois.edu/items/102407
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1312761241?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42732448
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1312761241?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2292190193?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2207774127?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true&sourcetype=Dissertations%20&%20Theses
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220.2015.1084234
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working in urban and high-poverty school settings serving a high percentage of racial and
ethnic minority students. Results indicated that their efforts to support students socially,
emotionally, behaviorally, and academically were highly facilitated by collaboration
between faculty and staff in the school, as well as through support from community mental
health providers.

In school settings, systematic student support structures often include the existence of a
comprehensive school counseling program. A 2003 study by Sink and Stroh explored how
implementation of a comprehensive school counseling program related to the academic
achievement of the students where they are utilized. The authors looked at data from 150
public elementary schools in Washington State, including academic achievement data from
over 20,000 students across the state as well as survey data (conducted via phone) from
school counselors. Their results showed that the longer a comprehensive school counseling
program had been in place, the more effective it was perceived by the school counselors
who implemented it, and the stronger the academic achievement outcomes were by
students served by it.

Part of systematically supporting the mental health of students in schools includes
strategically coordinating with parents of students when it is appropriate to do so (e.g.
while still maintaining student confidentiality). In a 2014 study, Roth implemented a positive
psychology intervention in a school-based setting with 42 middle school students who
were randomly assigned to groups that either included or did not include parent
involvement in the intervention. Results indicated that parent involvement tended to
enhance the positive impacts of the provided mental health support. This not only
benefited students socially and emotionally, but academically as well. Taken together, the
findings of these studies suggest that effective school-based mental health support
programs are collaborative, systematic, and connected with the families and communities
that they serve.

Cultivating Safe and Empathetic Spaces

SBMH providers tend to be more effective in their work when they are able to promote a
climate conducive to acceptance, empathy, and safety. In a 2006 study, Green and
Christensen interviewed elementary school children participating in play therapy sessions.
The students conveyed that they felt more comfortable expressing themselves emotionally
when counselors demonstrated empathy and empowered them to initiate change on their
own. They also reported that counselors created spaces that felt both safe and fun, which
made them feel more comfortable and able to develop a sense of trust in the therapeutic
setting. These feelings of trust were instrumental in helping them make good choices both
in school and at home, as reported by the interviewed students.

Furthermore, research suggests that building empathetic relationships between SBMH
providers and students can help to ameliorate some of the most significant challenges that
they navigate, like school dropout. In a 2013 study, Bennett conducted focus groups with 15
middle school counselors to explore their understanding of the role that they play in school

https://www.schoolcounselor.org/Standards-Positions/Position-Statements/ASCA-Position-Statements/The-School-Counselor-and-School-Counseling-Program
https://www.jstor.org/stable/42732452
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2017.12087610
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/h0088908
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED566293
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dropout prevention. While the counselors acknowledged that dropout was primarily an
issue at the high school level, they still considered their role to be important in curbing
some of the early behaviors that contribute to it, such as school disengagement (often in
the form of absenteeism). The counselors reported that perhaps the most important aspect
of their work with students potentially at risk for dropout was expressing genuine concern
for their wellbeing. The counselors described students as being able to tell when adults in
the school were being sincere or not, and believed this was important in reducing
maladaptive behaviors such as truancy.

Promoting Student Access and Agency

Research supports that school-based mental health supports are particularly effective
when students feel a sense of choice and autonomy (agency) to engage with them.
In a 2013 narrative analysis, Gibson and Cartwright asked people who had recently
graduated from high school to reflect on their experiences with their school counselors.
Participants indicated that they perceived the greatest benefit from the counseling
experiences when they had a sense of agency in engaging in the sessions. They also
reported they felt a sense of control over which takeaways from the counseling sessions
they decided to incorporate into their daily lives, and appreciated when counselors tailored
the experience to fit their unique needs. Additionally, while they perceived the counselors
as offering clear value through the sessions, they often reported that the greatest benefits
that they got from the counseling relationships were self-generated.

Similarly, Green and Christensen’s (2006) study about elementary school students
participating in play therapy revealed that students’ perceptions of being able to choose the
activities they engaged in within the therapeutic relationship were important for them to
feel a sense of benefit from their participation. Taken together with the findings from
Gibson and Cartwright (2013), this suggests that students throughout PK-12 tend to
appreciate some degree of control and choice over their participation in school-based
mental health supports. Importantly, school counselors, school social workers, and school
psychologists are often the most accessible form of mental health support available to
students, who might otherwise have to coordinate through their parents to work with
providers in community settings.57 Ensuring that students have ready access to
school-based mental health providers is an essential component to helping them feel a
sense of agency over their own social and emotional growth that could occur within these
interactions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Considering the evidence provided throughout this research brief about the roles of
school-based mental health providers, the challenges that they navigate, and the factors
that facilitate their work, this section details some specific recommendations for practice,
policy, and research to help holistically support student mental health in PK-12 settings.

57 Gren-Landell et al. (2013)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-012-0336-z
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Practice Recommendations

● It is clear from the literature that students tend to perceive the most benefit from
their interactions with school-based mental health providers when they have some
degree of agency over those interactions. When developing comprehensive
programs for school counseling, school social work, and school psychology, it is
important to identify ways for students to opt-in to mental health support
services to maximize the potential benefits that they may perceive for them.
While it may be necessary for SBMH providers to have scheduled interactions with
students that they did not initiate (e.g. for academic advising or 504 or IEP support),
research suggests that granting students as much agency as possible within those
interactions could be valuable. For example, they could choose the time and date of
the meetings to interfere with their schedules as little as possible, or choose some
of the activities or points of discussion that occur within the sessions.

● The roles and responsibilities of school-based mental health providers often
overlap, although there are still distinctive services that school counselors, school
social workers, and school psychologists provide. Considering this, it is important
for there to be interdisciplinary collaboration between SBMH providers that
involves an in-depth understanding of the roles that each plays in
comprehensively supporting the mental health needs of students that they
collectively serve. This collaboration should include providing multiple layers of
support to students in need of particular intervention while also allowing SBMH
colleagues to engage in the specialized work that they are uniquely trained to do
(e.g. assessment for school psychologists).

● To the extent possible, school administrators in schools should work to protect
the time of their school-based mental health providers to allow them to engage in
direct support with students. While it is already established through Virginia code
§ 22.1-291.1�1 that 80% of school counselors’ time must be spent in direct support of
students, administrators still play a key role in assigning duties and establishing
expectations for how their faculty and staff spend their time. Clearly communicating
support for SBMH providers to spend their time supporting the social and emotional
needs of their students can help establish norms within a school that this is the
primary role of these professionals.

● Schools that participate in MTSS or its related structures (e.g. Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports; PBIS) should evaluate the degree to which they
implement them with fidelity to support student mental health. The purpose of
these systems is to establish clear guidelines for how faculty and staff within a
school can work together to ensure that all students have their academic, social,
emotional, and behavioral needs met. Because MTSS is implemented prolifically in
Virginia schools through the Virginia Tiered Systems of Support (VTSS; currently in
56 divisions and 947 schools serving 702,215 students), any improvements to mental
health support through MTSS could have long-ranging benefits for students
throughout the Commonwealth.

● Although SBMH providers are the primary professionals in PK-12 schools for
supporting the mental health of students, rising challenges related to student

https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title22.1/chapter15/section22.1-291.1:1/
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title22.1/chapter15/section22.1-291.1:1/
https://vtss-ric.vcu.edu/
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mental health in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic58 coupled with the challenges
related to ratios and time constraints detailed in this brief suggest that effective
support of student mental health may require a school-wide approach. Teachers
often spend the most direct time with students in a school, and while they should
not be expected to provide intensive mental health support for their students, it is
important that teachers receive training in tier 1 supports that they can provide
in the classroom to help address basic mental health needs. Importantly, this must
not be another thing added to the plate of teachers, which are already full. However,
if teachers are already perceiving rising mental health needs in their students59
while simultaneously reporting lower self-efficacy in meeting those needs,60 then
providing them with the tools that they need could not only help address student
mental health concerns, but also challenges with teacher retention.

Policy Recommendations

● As detailed in the ratios section of this brief, the recommended number of students
allocated to SBMH providers in Virginia do not align with the recommendations of
their professional organizations. While the ratios for school counselors are closest
to the recommended number, Virginia currently does not articulate recommended
ratios for school social workers or school psychologists, which could prove
cumbersome for their work. Virginia policy should clearly establish recommended
ratios for all SBMH providers, and those numbers should align with the
recommendations of their professional organizations.

● Relatedly, while Virginia code establishes that 80% of school counselor time needs
to be spent in direct support of students, there is no similar standard set for school
social workers and school psychologists. To ensure that these SBMH professionals
similarly have their time protected for providing direct student support, Virginia
code should establish clear guidelines.

● At the division level, school boards should ensure that their policies clearly
articulate their commitment to supporting the mental health of their students
and the role that all faculty and staff play (including SBMH providers) in providing
that support. This should also be reflected in the strategic plans that school
divisions establish approximately every five years that guide policy and practice.
Establishing mental health as one of the priority areas of a school division at the
policy level helps to facilitate the creation of specific goals and strategies to help
support that priority.

60 Ekornes (2017)
59 Goodwin et al. (2021)
58 Naff et al. (2022)

https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/title22.1/chapter15/section22.1-291.1:1/
https://merc.soe.vcu.edu/reports/reports/emerging-issues-and-innovations-in-public-pk-12-education-implications-for-strategic-planning.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2016.1147068
https://doi.org/10.2989/17280583.2023.2229876
https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584221084722
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Research Recommendations

● The research literature included in this brief primarily came from a systematic
review of empirical studies that met the inclusion criteria of focusing on
school-based mental health providers and the social, emotional, behavioral, or
academic outcomes of the students that they support. Within that collection of
literature, there were few experimental studies that offered the ability to make
causal connections between SBMH provider support and student outcomes,
although there was evidence of perceived impact through surveys and qualitative
data analysis (e.g. interviews or focus groups). It would be helpful when advocating
for supportive policies and practices to have empirical research that offers clear,
causal evidence of the impacts that SBMH providers have. Researchers working in
this field should prioritize methodologies that help to support such claims.

● Research evidence suggesting that students benefit from SBMH support the most
when they have a sense of agency over the interactions and perceive empathetic
and supportive relationships appears to align with some prominent motivational
theories in educational psychology. For example, self-determination theory suggests
that students are most likely to be intrinsically motivated (self-determined) when
they have a sense of competence, autonomy, and relatedness.61 Theories of
engagement suggest that students tend to do best in school when they are engaged
cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally.62 These motivational theories in
educational psychology (among others) are highly prolific with decades of research
documenting how they apply with students from different demographic
backgrounds and school settings. Similarly, research related to school-based mental
health providers span decades and help illuminate their work (much of which has
been summarized in this brief). It appears there could be an organic overlap
between these disciplines that merits further exploration, particularly in the
context of exploring the factors that support the social and emotional wellness of
students through SBMH providers.

62Wong et al. (2022)
61 Howard et al. (2021)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-021-09628-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691620966789
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