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ABSTRACT

High school guidance counselors play an important role within the school setting and are
at risk for job burn out; however not all burnout. The purpose of this study was to
measure occupational stress and examine the coping strategies school counselors in
Wisconsin use to prevent burnout, and then determine whether there was a relationship
between the two. The study had 19 participants and findings were consistent with past

research and literature on this topic. Results indicated that caseload size was the most

stress-inducing task followed by crisis intervention then juggling activities. Spending
time with or talking to friends was endorsed as the most effective self-reported coping
method. Talking about your stress with another counselor or co-worker, taking short

vacations, and regular exercise, were ranked a very close behind. Knowing your limits




it

and engaging in a hobby or non-work related interest were equally endorsed and rounded

out the top 5 coping strategies.
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Chapter One
Introduction
Effective school counseling programs are essential to student success. It is

imperative that the comprehensive program reaches every student enrolled in school.
Students who participate in comprehensive school guidance programs show higher
academic achievement, improved attendance, social skill development, and more family
and community involvement (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, n.d.) It is
important that high schools recruit and retain qualified and committed school counselors
to implement the counseling program in their school. In order to do that, schools need to
consider what factors are likely to lead to school counselors’ career satisfaction and
commitment. According to a study done by Baggerly and Osborn (2006), school
counselors reported the most satisfaction with their jobs when they were performing
appropriate school counseling duties. They reported lower levels of job satisfaction when
performing unrelated job duties, such as lunchroom or bus duty (Baggerly & Osborn,
2006). Butler and Constantine (2005) identified ambiguity in role responsibilities, role
conflict, and increased workloads as possible reasons for school counselors’ increased
susceptibility for burnout. The study indicates that it is important to identify both
appropriate and inappropriate job duties for school counselors in order to decrease role
ambiguity. School counselors should not be responsible for duties that directly interfere
with other responsibilities they must perform, such as discipline. The student-counselor
ratio varies greatly depending upon the school district, but in any case, as the number of

students in school increases, so does the workload for school counselors.




High school counselors play an important role within the school and have a
vast variety of responsibilities. The expectations for high school counselors can vary
greatly because they depend on the school district the counselor is employed by, making
role ambiguity a concern for most school counselors. No two schools have identical
guidance programs, despite the American School Counselor Association’s (ASCA, 2003)
development of the National Model, an outline for school counseling programs.
According to ASCA (2003), appropriate responsibilities for high school counselors
include assisting students with individual academic planning, interpreting achievement
tests and student records, counseling students for a wide range of issues, presenting
lesson plans, and consulting and collaborating with teachers, principals, and parents.
Inappropriate responsibilities for counselors include administering tests, performing
disciplinary actions, substitute teaching, and maintaining student and clerical records in
their offices (ASCA, 2003). By decreasing the number of non-counseling related duties
school counselors complete during the day, their time for completing counseling related
tasks will increase. This will undoubtedly increase the level of job satisfaction among
school counselors with regard to role ambiguity. It will also open school counselors up to
experience more of the stress that comes from counseling students individually or in
small groups.

Research shows that people who work in caring professions who listen to others’
unfortunate and depressing stories often experience the same feelings that the clients
experience (Butler & Constantine, 2005). For instance, a school counselor could be
working with a student who is struggling with his mother’s recent cancer diagnosis. The

feelings the student is experiencing, like anger, fear, confusion, and depression might
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bring the counselor back to when her grandmother was diagnosed with cancer. All of the
feelings s/he felt at that time could come rushing back. This can quickly result in burnout
if the professional does not take the proper precautions to prevent it. High school
counselors are often the adults who students confide in with their personal problems;
therefore, they must take precautionary measures to ward off unwanted occupational
stress. People have their own ways of dealing with stress. Based on the literature, the
most popular ways to reduce stress include exercise, relaxation, and meditation (Cooper
& Dewe, 2004; McGee-Cooper, Trummell, & Lau, 1992; Spicuzza & DeVoe, 1982);

High school counselors are expected to carry out a number of responsibilities
within the school setting and face a variety of challenges on a daily basis. This study
examined sources of occupational stress, as well as effective self-reported coping
methods that high school counselors use to prevent job burnout.
Statement of the Problem

Individuals who work in a helping profession are at risk for job burn out; this
includes high school guidance counselors, however not all school counselors burnout.
Through a survey distributed randomly to high school guidance counselors in Wisconsin,
the researcher will conduct a study that identifies and measures occupational stress and
indicates self reported effective methods of coping with the stress in order to prevent
burnout.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to measure the level of occupational stress high
school guidance counselors experience throughout the state of Wisconsin. It also

examined the coping strategies school counselors use to prevent burnout. Data was




collected through a survey that was distributed to high school counselors throughout
Wisconsin by email. A list of school counselors was generated from the American
School Counselor Association homepage.
Research Objectives

This study examined the following variables:

1. Determine the level of occupational stress high school guidance counselors
report experiencing.

2. Identify the methods high school guidance counselors use for coping with
occupational stress to prevent burnout.

3. Identify whether there is a correlation between occupational stress and coping
strategies to prevent burnout.
Definition of Terms

For clarity of understanding, the following terms need to be defined.

Burnout: a state of extreme dissatisfaction with one’s work, it is characterized

by excessive distancing from clients, impaired competence, low energy, increased

irritability with supporters, and other signs of impairment and depression resulting

from individual, social and work environment, and social factors. (Morrissette,

2000, p. 2)

High school counselor: A school counselor who typically works with students in
grades 9-12.

Stress: “The response of the body and mind to strains or burdens that demand
adaptation; any hindrance that disturbs an individual’s mental and physical well-being”

(Kahn, 2004, p. 298).




Stressor: “An agent, condition, or other stimulus that causes stress to a person”
(Dictionary.com, 2006, n.p.).
Assumptions of the Study
The following were assumptions of this study:
1. The survey questions were a valid measure of the level of job-related stress
and coping strategies school counselors experience.
2. The participants replied honestly and accurately to the questions asked on the
survey.
3. The majority of high school counselors working in the state of Wisconsin are
members of American School Counselor Association.
Limitations of the Study
The following were limitations of this study.
1. There was no documented evidence supporting that the survey questions were
a valid measure of the level of job-related stress reported by school counselors.
3. Not all Wisconsin counselors are members of the American School Counselor
Association, therefore the sample is not necessarily representative of all
Wisconsin counselors.
4. This study’s focus was limited to occupational stress and excluded all other

forms of stress.




Chapter Two
Review of Literature
Introduction

This chapter will include a description of the role of the high school counselor
within the ASCA National Model, and the effects occupational stressors have on job
performance and burnout. The chapter will conclude with general coping strategies, as
well as specific ones for high school counselors to consider.

High School Counselor Role within the ASCA National Model

High school counselors play an important role within the school. The school
counselor is charged with implementing a comprehensive guidance program within the
school that will benefit students, parents, teachers, administrators, and the community. In
order to provide consistency throughout programs, the American School Counselor
Association (ASCA, 2003) published a national model for school counseling programs in
2003. The ASCA National Model was developed to give each student an equal
opportunity to achieve in school by teaching necessary skills and providing information
in a proactive, preventative manner (WDPI, n.d.). The framework of the model consists
of four components and three levels.

The first component of level one is the foundation. The foundation of the school
counseling program is made up of three parts: beliefs and philosophy, mission, and the
ASCA National Standards. The beliefs and philosophy are the principles that guide the
program. The school counseling mission supports the school’s mission statement and
defines the goals and purpose of the program. The ASCA National Standards refer to

three areas, academic achievement, personal/social development, and career planning




(ASCA, 2003; WDPI, n.d.). Children who participate in a comprehensive school
counseling program should become competent in those three areas.

There are two components within level two. The delivery system is the first
component. It is how the school counselor interacts with the students and implements the
guidance program. The delivery system is composed of four elements: school guidance
curriculum, individual student planning, responsive services, and systems support
(ASCA, 2003; WDPI, n.d.). The school guidance curriculum is used by the counselor to
reach a large number of students at one time. It is presented in classrooms so each
student has an opportunity to participate and learn about very general topics like healthy
lifestyles or completing job applications. The curriculum emphasizes the National
Standards and is altered to meet the developmental capabilities of the audience.
Individual student planning is done with students and parents who need or want extra
help planning and reaching future goals. This might require the school counselor to help
a student develop his/her class schedule or assist him/her with filling out applications for
college. School counselors provide responsive services when a student is facing a more
serious situation; usually something that requires individual counseling or referral to an
outside agency. According to Lockhart and Keys (1998), there has been a major increase
in children with mental health concerns and a decrease in the number of community
services available to them for assistance. Therefore, school counselors are becoming
responsible for providing mental health counseling to students. Today, a greater number
of students are faced with the stress of family poverty, gang violence, and death
(accidental and intentional) of friends and family members (Lockhart & Keys, 1998).

Finally, system support refers to the other support activities that keep the program




running, like professional development, consultation, collaboration, teaming, program
management, and operations (ASCA, 2003; WDPI, n.d.).

The management system is the second component of level two. It keeps the
school counseling program running smoothly and ensures that the school’s needs are
being met. At the beginning of each year, designated administrators decide what and
how services will be delivered to the students throughout the school year. A group of
teachers, parents, counselors, administrators, and community members serve as an
advisory council to the school counseling program. Their job is to review the program
and make recommendations for its improvement. Data is collected in order to determine
whether or not the program is meeting the needs of students, as well as measuring the
impact the school counseling program has on the students. From the data, action plans
are created that include what competencies are being addressed and why, a description of
the activity being planned, data that supports the plan, a timeline describing when the
activity will be delivered, the names of the people responsible for delivering the activity,
a way to measure the outcome of the activity, and last, the predicted outcome of
implementing the activity (ASCA, 2003). Successful school counseling programs are
integrated into the educational program and provide growth and development to students.

The last component and level of the ASCA National Model is the accountability
system. This system involves collecting data that demonstrates the effectiveness of the
school counseling program on student progress and academic success in measurable
terms (ASCA, 2003; WDPI, n.d.). The accountability system is used to determine
whether or not students are different because of their participation in the school

counseling program. The results of the reports are used to ensure that the program is




carried out as planned, analyzed for effectiveness, and modified as needed (ASCA, 2003;
WDPI, n.d.). Italso helps to ensure that every student is being served through the
program. The main objective for the accountability system is to check for the school
counseling program’s progress toward and impact on areas such as academic
achievement, graduation rates, post-secondary options, and attendance (ASCA, 2003).
This system helps the program to identify areas of concern regarding current students and
make improvements to the program to better serve upcoming students.

The school counseling program is a complex system that must be implemented
precisely in order for it to be completely successful within the school system. The school
counselor plays a vital role in organizing and delivering the counseling program to all
students within the school.

Occupational Stress and Burnout

Work is a major part of life since most people spend half of their waking lives on
the job (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). Based on this information, it is safe to say that
occupation has a strong influence on personal wellbeing. Stress comes in numerous
forms and affects everyone differently. Because of the nature of school counseling, as
well as the responsibilities school counselors have, it can be a stressful job at times.

Role conflict and role ambiguity are the most stress-inducing problems school
counselors are faced with today (Butler & Constantine, 2005; Cooper & Dewe, 2004).
Role conflict occurs when counselors are asked to perform a task that directly interferes
with another task they are responsible for completing. For example, a counselor should
not be asked to discipline a student for inappropriate behavior; rather s/he should be

counseling the student to change the problematic behavior. School counselors experience
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role ambiguity when their roles are not clearly defined within the school. This can be
extremely frustrating for school counselors because every school is different with regards
to expectations of the role. School counselors should not be responsibie for
administrative tasks like developing a master schedule, maintaining permanent records
and transcripts, supervising the cafeteria, hallways, bus loading/unloading, or restrooms.
They also should not be testing students for special education services: they are not
properly trained in this area (Monteiro-Leitner et al., 2006). School counselors may be
put in non-counselor roles because principals, teachers, and other administrative
personnel do not know the role of the counselor or may not believe the school counseling
program is beneficial to the school and community (Butler & Constantine, 2005).
Providing mental health services to students and families is becoming the
responsibility of the school counselor. This is difficult for many school counselors
because of inadequate training and minimal support from the school. Also, school
policies make it very difficult for school counselors to provide mental health services
because of limitations on the number of visits counselors can have with a student, their
role description lacks the ability to deliver family counseling services, and a number of
administrative tasks take precious time away from school counselors (Lockhart & Keys,
1998). ASCA (2003) agreed that school counselors are being bogged down with too
many other responsibilities that are taking away from the school guidance program.
That, combined with the increasing number of students on their caseload, school
counselors are experiencing stress because of work overload (Cooper & Dewe, 2004).
Job-related stress has an inverse relationship to job satisfaction. Higher levels of

stress at work will decrease job satisfaction (Rayle, 2006). When school counselors and
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other professionals are not satisfied with their jobs, the efficiency and effectiveness of
their work declines as a result. This can be detrimental to the students, parents,
administration, teachers, and community the counselor serves. The combination of stress
and dissatisfaction with work, if not handled properly, unfortunately could result in
burnout.

Burnout is often linked with human service professions because of the intense
emotional interaction that takes place between the client and the professional (Butler &
Constantine, 2005). Over time, this can become difficult for the professional because
he/she is seeing a number of people who are dealing with a vast variety of unfortunate
experiences. This is certainly true for school counselors because the problems that
students are presenting with today are much more complex than in the past and are
seriously interfering with students’ academic and social functioning (Morrissette, 2000).
When burnout occurs, the school counselor is rendered ineffective in his/her position.
Symptoms of Burnout

Not all professionals experience burnout in the same way (Spicuzza & DeVoe,
1982); people respond to similar stressful situations differently. The intensity of the
experience as well as the amount of time it takes to recover from burnout varies among
professionals. Reported symptoms of burnout are similar throughout the research and
include increased anxiety, nervousness, and exhaustion, changes in sleeping and/or eating
patterns, body aches, and loss of humor, energy, and motivation (McGee-Cooper,
Trummell, & Lau, 1992; Morrissette, 2000; Spicuzza & DeVoe 1982). The burned out
individual appears to be in a lethargic state; nothing seems to matter anymore. McGee-

Cooper, Trummell, and Lau (1992) identified three dysfunctional symptoms of stress:




12

sexuality, appetite, and sleep. They reported that a decrease in or an increase without
feeling satisfied in any of these areas is problematic and sufferers should seek
professional help. Burnout can take a serious toll on the overall health of an individual;
therefore, 1t is important to take precautionary measures to avoid it.

Ways to Protect Against Burnout

Being a professional in a human service profession does not automatically mean
burnout is in the future. There are several ways to prevent burnout as well as rejuvenate
oneself from burnout. This paper will discuss social support and self-help strategies to
fight the risk of burnout.

Social support can come from family members, colleagues, supervisors, or
anyone who promotes accomplishment within the individual. According to Pines, Ben-
Ari, Utasi, and Larson, (2002), social support protects against burnout. They say social
support is composed of six characteristics including: listening (without judgment),
technical support (acknowledgement/advice with regard to one’s work), technical
challenge (constructive feedback with regard to one’s work), emotional support (someone
who is always there), emotional challenge (someone who pushes you to be honest with
yourself), and sharing social reality (someone who shares the same opinion on things).
Within their cross-cultural study, they found that Americans rated listening as the most
important type of social support; however, they found that sharing social reality was the
most available to them. Listening was the second most available form of support to
American workers (Pines et al., 2002). Spicuzza and DeVoe (1982) believed that social
support was important for burnout prevention, therefore they lobbied for professionals to

create their own support groups. Group members could be co-workers or workers in




13

similar fields who could share similar experiences regarding stress. If school counselors
are not interested or able to create their own support groups, they could get involved in
existing national, state, and local professional organizations in order to feel supported
(Butler & Constantine, 2005)

Individuals can help themselves relieve and prevent burnout too. There are many
recommendations to handling stress, however it is important to remember that everyone
relieves stress in their own way; it is a personal preference. Some people choose to cope
with stress by implementing a plan for their life-style.

Research suggests the most popular strategies for preventing stress include
exercise, relaxation, and meditation (Cooper & Dewe, 2004; McGee-Cooper, Trummell,
& Lau, 1992; Spicuzza & DeVoe, 1982); however, there are numerous others that might
do the trick better than these, depending on personal preference. The important thing is
to do something enjoyable that will provide a distraction from the stress for a while. It is
important to get a break both physically and emotionally from the stressful situation.
McGee-Cooper, Trummell, and Lau (1992) believed that twelve specific life-style factors
affect energy, and tending to each of them will result in maximum energy. The first
factor is rest. Know your body and listen when it tells you to sleep. Second is eating
healthy, which means avoiding too much salt, sugar, fat, cholesterol, and caffeine
because all will have a negative affect on performance and energy. Third, get at least 20-
40 minutes of aerobic exercise every day because this will get the brain pumping
endorphins, creating the body’s natural feel-good chemical. Fourth, spend some time
alone. This will allow the individual to meet his/her own needs. Fifth, take time to read

and learn; get the brain thinking about new ideas. Sixth is spiritual growth; put faith in a
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higher power that things are going to work out. The seventh factor is intimacy and love.
The researchers (McGee-Cooper, Trummell, & Lau, 1992) found that individuals who
were trying hard to please their partner found great joy in doing this therefore releasing
more endorphins in the brain. Eight, find time to balance work and play; play is an
important part of health. Nine, spend time with friends and family. Set aside time when
undivided attention can be given to them; enjoy their company. Ten, get back into old
hobbies or find new ones; explore what is out there. Factor eleven, go on vacation often.
Plan regular yearly or mini-weekend vacations and even take personal breaks while on
business trips. Last, have a sense of purpose in life. Decide on dreams and go for them;
go back to school, start a business, learn a new language, or write a book. Do whatever
makes life meaningful. The task for individuals is to ensure that those needs are met each
day to increase energy. Inner-energy provides people with the ability to deal with and
develop resistance to stressful situations (McGee-Cooper, Trummell, & Lau, 1992).
School counselors are fortunate because of the many built-in breaks in the
schedule throughout the year. Most counselors are given time off during the summer,
which gives them a great opportunity to get some things accomplished. McCormick
(1998) suggested school counselors complete professional and personal rejuvenators
before starting another school year in the fall. Some of his ideas include: refurbishing the
office; purging, condensing, and creating new files; updating scholarship information;
enhancing expertise in the field; and setting personal goals. This would also be a great
time to take that much needed vacation out of the city, state, or country. It is important
that school counselors maintain their self-help coping strategies and use time off wisely;

however school counselors can also reduce stress by implementing change in the school.
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As stated earlier in this paper, role conflict and role ambiguity are the two most
stress-inducing problems school counselors are facing today (Butler & Constantine,
2005; Cooper & Dewe, 2004). Strengthening the bond among school personnel and
counselors is one way to reduce stress. Butler and Constantine (2005) suggested that
school counselors talk with colleagues and provide information to school personnel and
the community about what the role of the school counselor is in order to prevent role
conflict and ambiguity. Restructuring (McGee-Cooper, Trummell, & Lau, 1992) the
school’s operations and delegating some of the administrative responsibilities school
counselors have to other staff would also help define the role. Another problem causing
stress for school counselors 1s mental health counseling.

School counselors are dealing with more and more students in need of mental
health counseling, therefore they need to be better trained in the area in order to provide
appropriate services, as well as feel more competent and less overwhelmed when doing
so. Lockhart and Keys (1998) wrote that it is necessary for school counselors to develop
skills and acquire knowledge in the following areas in order to effectively serve troubled
students and families in need: DSM-IV diagnosis, managed care systems, child and
family welfare systems, court and juvenile systems, residential treatment programs,
mental health interventions and assessments, and family systems. Having skills and a
knowledge base in these areas will better prepare school counselors to handle the difficult

situations working these students and families often bring.
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Chapter Three
Methodology

Introduction

This chapter contains information regarding how the sample was selected for this
study, and a description of the sample and the instrument used for data collection. The
data collection process is described in detail, followed by data analysis. The chapter
concludes with methodological limitations of the study.
Subject Selection and Description

The ASCA website was used to compile the list of participants; therefore, all
participants in this study were members of ASCA. Eighty-five counselors were
registered from Wisconsin and classified as a high school guidance counselor. Of the
eighty-five, fifty were randomly selected to participate in this study. Four of the surveys
sent out by email were returned to the researcher as “undeliverable mail” while two
potential participants were not high school counselors. Twenty-one participants
responded to the survey, however, two surveys were left completely blank, thus the final
response rate was 45%. No demographic information was collected from the
participants therefore their location and gender was unknown.
Instrumentation

The instrument used in this study was adopted from a previous study done by
Erickson (2002). A two-part survey was used. The first section contained 11 questions
about potential stressors high school counselors may incur while on the job. A Likert
scale was used to rate the level of stress counselors experience in each situation. Choices

included “No Stress,” Little Stress,” Moderate Stress,” High Stress,” and “Extremely
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Stressful.” There was one open-ended question where participants could write in “Other
tasks that are extremely stressful for school counselors.” The second section of the
survey contained 11 questions regarding handling stress. [t was set on a similar Likert
scale and included the options “Not Effective/Have Not Tried,” “Somewhat Effective,”
“Moderately Effective,” “Highly Effective,” and “Extremely Effective.” There was one
open-ended question that participants could write in “other effective ways to relieve
stress.” There is a copy of the online survey in Appendix A.
Data Collection Procedures

Consent forms and surveys were sent via email to 50 high school counselors
across the state of Wisconsin. Participants were asked to complete an online survey
within one week. Consent to participate was given when the participant submitted the
survey. A copy of the informed consent letter is located in Appendix B. No identifiers
were used as a part of this study, and therefore participant responses were anonymous.
Data Analysis

The responses the high school counselors provided were examined to identify
tasks that were endorsed as most stressful for the participants as well as strategies most
frequently used for coping with occupational stress. Analyses also examined
relationships that might exist between occupational stress and the ways counselors cope

with stress.
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Chapter Four
Results

Introduction

This study measured the level of self-reported occupational stress Wisconsin high
school guidance counselors experience when dealing with specific tasks. It also
identified coping strategies that school counselors use most often to prevent burnout. This
chapter will identify the most frequently endorsed stressors and coping strategies reported
by the participants in this study.
Descriptive Statistics for Level of Stress

The items which were endorsed the most in terms of stress producing were items
6, 10, and 5. Item 6, “Caseload is too overwhelming (not able to meet individual student
needs)” was endorsed as the most stressful task for high school guidance counselors.
Sixty-nine percent (N=13) of participants endorsed High/Extremely Stressful for this
item. Item 10, “Crisis intervention” was the second highest stressor with sixty-two
percent (N= 11) of participants endorsing High/Extremely Stressful. The third highest
stressor was Item 5, “Juggling activities.” Thirty-seven percent (N= 7) endorsed it as
being High/Extremely Stressful to deal with. Table 1 illustrates the results for each

question asked in this survey.
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Table 1
Self-reported Level of Stress Associated with Task
Task Level of Stress
Item No Little Moderate High Extremely
1 Paperwork or documentation 0% 21% 58% 16% 5%
2 Parental contacts and family intervention 0% 16% 68% 11% 5%
3 Dealing with teacher or staff relations 0% 42% 42% 16% 0%
4 Filling infassisting in non-counselor roles  32%  21% 26% 16% 5%
5 Juggling activities 0% 11% 53% 32% 5%
6 Caseload too overwhelming 0% 1% 21% 37% 32%
7 Setting priorities on daily activities 0% 37% 47% 16% 0%
Conflict between classroom guidance
8 and individual counseling 16% 32% 37% 16% 0%
9 Issues surrounding confidentiality 16%  53% 16% 16% 0%
10 Crisis intervention 0% 11% 28% 56% 6%
Inner turmoil within one's self when
11 dealing with abuse/neglect issues 22% 28% 39% 11% 0%

Item 12, was an open-ended question requesting that participants list “Other tasks
that are extremely stressful” for them as high school counselors. Forty-two percent
(N=8) of participants choose to complete this section of the survey. The researcher
identified three themes. One theme identified a lack of leadership/support from
administrators. For example, one response was “Dealing with poor decisions made by
administration,” and another one was, “One of my main stressors is being Pre-K through
12 grade counselor for 700+ students, as I am the only counselor for our district.”
Finally, a participant wrote “...working with administrators who believe the school

counselors' job is engage in non-counseling activities, i.e. bus duty, subbing for teachers,
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scheduling, creating the master teaching schedule, coaching, etc...” which leads into the
second theme, having to perform non-counselor related job duties. Participants identified
“Other unexpected duties as assigned come up at times...” and “WKCE Testing which I
feel is a non-counselor duty is very stressful due to the time commitment and
coordinating.”

The final theme identified from participant responses was dealing with
unsupportive/problematic peers. One participant wrote, “Working with newly hired
school counselors who believe they are a therapist, and are not ready to work within the
components of a school counseling model.” Another counselor found stress in
“Collaborating with other counselors who do not see the department going in the same
direction as others and working with colleagues who are ‘riding it out’."

Descriptive Statistics for Effectiveness of Method

After analyzing the data by percentage, results indicated that the most frequently
endorsed method used to combat stress in high school guidance counselors was Item 23,
“Spending time with or talking to friends.” Sixty-four percent (N=12) of counselors
endorsed this strategy as High/Extremely Effective for coping with occupational stress.
Item 18, “Talking about your stress with another counselor or co-worker,” was endorsed
as Highly/Extremely Effective by 58% (N=11) of participants. Item 19, “Taking short
vacations, getting away from it all,” was endorsed as Highly/Extremely Effective by 53%
(N=10) of participants. Item 13, “Regular exercise, such as walking or jogging or
weightlifting,” was endorsed as Highly/Extremely Effective by 48% (N= 9) of
participants. Item 21, “Knowing your limits. Knowing when to not take on more

activities/responsibilities,” was endorsed as Highly/Extremely Effective by 42% (N= 8)
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of participants. Item 15, “Engaging in a hobby or non-work related interest,” was
endorsed as Highly/Extremely Effective by 42% (N=8) of participants. Table 2

illustrates the results for each question asked in this survey.

g:ffljezported Effectiveness of Stress Reducing Method
Method Effectiveness of Method
Not
Effective/Have
ltem not tried Somewhat Moderately Highly  Extremely
13 Regular exercise 5% 16% 32% 32% 16%
Talking about stressors with
14 family 11% 16% 42% 32% 0%
Engaging in a hobby or non-work
15 related interest 5% 21% 32% 37% 5%
Physical activities-gardening,
16 lawn maintenance, etc... 0% 21% 47% 32% 0%
17 Volunteering 32% 21% 32% 1% 5%
Talking about stressors with
18 another counselor or co-worker 0% 21% 21% 58% 0%
19 Taking short vacations 1% 16% 21% 37% 16%
20 Journaling 63% 16% 16% 5% 0%
21 Knowing your limits 5% 1% 42% 26% 16%
22 Reading 5% 26% 42% 21% 5%
Spending time with or talking to
23 friends 0% 16% 21% 53% 1%

Item 24, “Other effective ways to relieve stress,” was completed by 26% (N=5) of

participants. Some participants reported eating healthy, getting enough sleep, self-
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reflection, religion, and meditation as interventions they frequently use to cope with
occupational stress. Taking time for self and having a fulfilling life outside of work were
also identified as strategies high school counselors frequently use to relax. One counselor
wrote he/she uses, “Massage, religion, hot tub, music, laughter,” and another one wrote,
“Have fun at work. Use positive imagining and self-talk to prepare for the day.
Preventive measures, not intervention measures as listed above.”
Correlation Results

Given the way data was collected, there was no accurate method to determine a

relationship between occupational stress and coping methods.
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Chapter Five
Summary, Discussion, and Recommendations
Introduction

This chapter contains a summary and discussion of the study as well as
recommendations for future research in the area of high school guidance counselors’
level of occupational stress and self-reported use of coping strategies.

Summary

The responses from the online survey indicated that 69% of participants endorsed
caseload size as High/Extremely Stressful therefore making it the most stress-inducing
task for high school guidance counselors. Over half of the participants endorsed crisis
intervention as High/Extremely Stressful while juggling activities was the third highest
stress-inducer.

Spending time with or talking to friends was endorsed as the most effective self-
reported coping method. Talking about your stress with another counselor or co-worker,
taking short vacations, and regular exercise, were ranked a very close second, third and
fourth most effective method for coping with occupational stress. Knowing your limits
and engaging in a hobby or non-work related interest were tied for the fifth most effective
coping strategy according to the participants.

Discussion

The findings in this study were consistent with past research and literature
regarding high school guidance counselors’ level of occupational stress and the methods
they use to combat burnout. The results from this study indicate that counselors are

overwhelmed with their caseload The first research objective was to determine the level




24

of occupational stress high school guidance counselors report experiencing. Role conflict
and role ambiguity are the most stress-inducing problems school counselors are faced
with today (Butler & Constantine, 2005; Cooper & Dewe, 2004). One theme that
developed from the results was counselors experiencing stress from participating in non-
counselor related job duties including bus duty, subbing for teachers, scheduling, creating
the master teaching schedule, coaching, and state wide Testing. Participants endorsed
juggling activities as the third highest stressor on this survey. According to ASCA
(2003) school counselors are being bogged down with too many other responsibilities
that are taking away from the school guidance program. That, combined with the
increasing number of students on their caseload, school counselors are experiencing
stress because of work overload (Cooper & Dewe, 2004). Butler and Constantine (2005)
agree that increased workloads are a possible reason for school counselors’ increased
susceptibility for burnout.

The second objective was to identify the methods high school guidance
counselors use for coping with occupational stress to prevent burnout. Based on the
literature, the most prevalent ways to reduce stress include exercise, relaxation, and
meditation (Cooper & Dewe, 2004; McGee-Cooper, Trummell, & Lau, 1992; Spicuzza &
DeVoe, 1982). Forty-eight percent of participants in this study endorsed regular exercise,
like walking, jogging, or weightlifting as an effective method for relieving stress, making
it the fourth highest self-reported strategy in this survey. Participants identified
meditation as a frequently used effective method for reducing stress. The top two most
frequently endorsed coping strategies in this study were spending time with or talking to

friends (64%) and talking about your stress with another counselor or co-worker (58%).
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According to Spicuzza and DeVoe (1982) social support is important for burnout
prevention. Pines, Ben-Ari, Utasi, and Larson, (2002), agree, and believe social support
can come from family members, colleagues, supervisors, or anyone who promotes
accomplishment within the individual.

The last research objective was to identify whether there is a correlation between
occupational stress and coping strategies to prevent burnout. There was no accurate
method to determine a relationship between occupational stress and coping methods
because of the way data for this survey was collected.

Recommendations

The researcher recommends that more research be conducted with high school
guidance counselors’ level of occupational stress and self-reported effectiveness of
methods used for coping with stress because of the crucial role counselors play in the
lives of high school students. A larger sample size would create more generalizable
results from which to draw conclusions. In addition, the study of job-related stressors in
urban, rural and suburban districts could yield varying results. Gathering demographic
information related to age, gender, years of experience, number of students on caseload,
full or part-time status, and location of school among other might shed light on

contributing or protective factors in job burnout.
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Potential Stressors

Please rate the following school counseling tasks as potential stressors on a scale of no stress to extremely
stressful.

1. Paperwork or documentation

moderate
stress

extremely

ria stress little stress
stressful

‘high stress

2. Parental contacts and family intervention

-moderate:

- extremely

little stress stressf

no stress

3. Dealing with teacher or staff relations

moderate

extremely

high stress stressful

no stress little-stress

4. Filling in/assisting in non-counselor roles (ex. Filling in as a subsitute teacher or administrator)

moderate:
stress

extremely

no stress fittle: stress.

 high'stress stressful

5. Juggling activities (going from activity to activity to activity)

moderate
stress

extremely
stressful

no stress little stress High stress

6. Caseload is too overwhelming (not able to meet individual student needs)

no stress little stress moderate high stress
stress

extremely
stressful

T
7. Setting priorities on daily activities (weighing which activity will have the most impact)
no stress little stress moderate high stress extremely
stress

stressful




8. Conflict between classroom guidance and individual counseling

moderate extremely

l '
no stress ittle stress strass high: stress stressful

9. Issues surrounding confidentiality (when and to whom to report confidential matters)

maoderate
stress.

extremely
.stressful

vno~str£':.s:$- littie stress. high'stress

10. Crisis intervention

* " moderate:

v v extremely:
.. stress : _

no stress little stress. -

- high stress

11. Inner termoil within one's self when dealing with abuse/neglect issues

moderate
stress

extremely
stressful

high stress

no. stress. little. stress.

12. Other tasks that are extremely stressful for school counselors (please specify)
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Ways To Deal With Stress

Please rate the following ways in which you deal with stress.

13. Regular exercise, such as walking or jogging or weight lifting

not effective/have somewhat moderately highly. extremely
not tried effective effective effective effective

14. Talking abaut your stressors with family members

not effective/have nat somewhat - moderately ~ highly extremely
tried effective effective - effective

15. Engaging in a hobby or non-work related interest
’ not effective/have © somewhat moderately. - highly extremely

effective effective effective: effective:

16. Taking part in physical activities such as gardening, lawn maintenance or related projects

not effective/have soniewhal moderately highiy exueniciy
not tried effective effective effective effective

17. Volunteering time to a group or organization

not effective/have somewhat moderately highly extremely
not tried effective effective effective effective

18. Talking about your stress with another counselor or co-worker

not effective/have - somewhat maderately highly extremely
not tried effective effective effective effective
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19,

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Taking short vacations, getting away from it all

not effective/have somewhat moderately ~ highly. extremely
not tried : effective effective: - effective

Journaling or writing about your stressors

not effective/have somewhat moderately - highly extremely
n o éffective effective -effective effective .

Knowing your limits. Knowing when to not take on any more activities/responsibilities

not effecti}ye/have _somewhat moderately . highly - extremely:
riot. trigd ffective = effective: effective effective.

Reading

not effective/have somewhat- moderately:’ . - highly extremely

- effectiv

not tried effecti effective effective

Spending time with or talking to friends

hot effective/have somewhat moderately highly extremely
not tried effective effective effective effective

Other effective ways to relieve stress
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Dear #FirstName#:

I am a graduate student enrolled in the Guidance and Counseling Program at the University of Wisconsin-Stout. I
am conducting research regarding stressors faced on a daily basis by high school counselors as well as ways to deal
with stress for my thesis.

PURPOSE

You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to measure the level of
occupational stress high school guidance counselors are experiencing throughout the state of Wisconsin. It is also
examining the coping strategies school counselors use to prevent burnout.

SUBIECTS

You have been asked to participate in this research study because you are a high schooi guidance counselor in the
state of Wisconsin.

PROCEDURES

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete the following survey, Stressors and Ways to
Decrease Stress. It will take approximately 5-8 minutes to complete and contains questions identifying stressors
and coping strategies for high school counselors.

The link to the survey is:
#SurveyLink#

RISK

There are no known risks involved in participating in this survey. There is, however, counseling available at UW-
STOUT if after the participants complete the survey, they discover they are experiencing undue stress related to
school counseling. The Counseling Center is open from 8am to 4:30pm Monday through Friday. The phone number
is 715-232-2468 and the reception area is located in 410 Bowman Halil.

BENEFITS

There are no immediate benefits to you for participating in this survey; however, the results couid be beneficial to
high school guidance counselors as coping strategies and protective factors may emerge from the data.

CONFIDENTIALITY

Your participation will not be identified in this study. Your email address and survey responses will be kept
confidential. All email addresses will be put on the “bcc” line and the “read receipt” function will be turned off. The
URL for the survey does not include any information that could identify individuals invited to participate in the
survey. The survey results will not be posted on a website that can be accessed by anyone other than the
investigator. Survey results will be sent to all individuals asked to participate in the study since the investigator will
not know who decided to participate.

COST/COMPENSATION

There will be no cost to you nor will you be compensated for participating in this study.

RIGHT TO REFUSE OR WITHDRAW

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate without any adverse consequences to

you. However, should you choose to participate and later wish to withdraw from the study, there is no way to
identify your anonymous document after it has been completed and submitted.
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QUESTIONS

This study has been reviewed and approved by the University of Wisconsin-Stout's Institutional Review Board (IRB).
The IRB has determined that this study meets the ethical obligations required by federal law and University policies.
If you have any questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB
Administrator.

Thanks in advance for responding to the survey,

Christina

Christina Smith
(715) 379-3344
smithchri@uwstout.edu

Dr. Denise Brouillard
(715) 232-2599
brouillardd@uwstout.edu

Sue Foxwell, Director, Research Services
152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg.
University of Wisconsin-Stout
Menomonie, WI 54751

(715) 232-2477

foxwells@uwstout.edu

['1 “Phis projcct has been reviewed by the UW-Stout IRB as fequired by the Code of
Ll Federal Regulations Lide 45 Part 46




