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The Professional School Counselor and Student Mental Health
(Adopted 2009)

The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) Position
Students’ unmet mental health needs can be a significant barrier to student academic, personal-social and career
development; and even compromise school safety. Professional school counselors do not provide long-term therapy in
schools to address psychological disorders; however, they must be prepared to recognize and respond to student men-
tal health crises and needs, and to address these barriers to student success by offering education, prevention, and cri-
sis and short-term intervention until the student is connected with available community resources.

The Rationale
Schools are often one of the first places where mental health crises and needs of students are recognized and initially
addressed (Froeschle & Meyers, 2004). Research indicates that 20% of students are in need of mental health services,
yet only one out of five of these students receive the necessary services (Kaffenberger & Seligman, 2007).
Furthermore, students of color and those from families with low income are at greater risk for mental health needs,
but are even less likely to receive the appropriate services (Panigua, 2005; Vera, Buhin, & Shin, 2006). Students with
untreated mental health issues can develop significant barriers to learning, with nearly half of these students eventual-
ly dropping out of school (Erford, Newsome, & Rock, 2007). Although professional school counselors are knowledge-
able and skilled in counseling, school counselors have a responsibility to ensure the academic, career and person-
al/social development of all students and to provide a comprehensive school counseling program to meet the develop-
mental needs of all students in the school. Therefore, professional school counselors must focus their efforts on
designing and implementing programs that promote educational success for all students, while acknowledging they
may be the only counseling professional available to students and their families to help identify and address students’
mental health issues. Professional school counselors must also recognize and respond to students’ mental health while
working within the ASCA’s Ethical Standards for School Counselors and state and national legislation such as the
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act, which affords parents’ or legal guardians’ privacy rights for their chil-
dren.

The School Counselor’s Role
Professional school counselors are knowledgeable and skilled in working with students who are struggling with devel-
opmental or mental health issues, and must provide a comprehensive school counseling program in an effort to pro-
mote academic, career and personal/social development and success for all students. Consistent with the ASCA
National Model (2005), professional school counselors develop and deliver a comprehensive school counseling pro-
gram that promotes positive development which includes offering education, prevention and short-term intervention
services designed to promote positive mental health and to remove any barriers to student success.

Comprehensive school counseling programs span the continuum of care provided to students and their families, and
are consistent with professional school counselors’ commitment to student success. Professional school counselors
should:

• Provide responsive services including internal and external referral procedures, short-term counseling or crisis
intervention focused on mental health or situational (e.g. grief, difficult transitions) concerns with the intent of
helping the student return to the classroom and removing barriers to learning;
• Deliver the guidance curriculum which enhances awareness of mental health; promotes positive, healthy behav-

iors; and seeks to remove the stigma associated with mental health issues.
• Provide individual planning with students that addresses their academic, career and personal-social (including

mental health) needs;
• Educate teachers, administrators, parents/guardians, and community stakeholders about the mental health con-

cerns of students, including recognition of the role environmental factors have in causing or exacerbating men-
tal health issues;
• Advocate and collaborate with school and community stakeholders to ensure that students and their families

have access to mental health services.
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Professional school counselors should regularly participate in professional development to increase their ability to rec-
ognize and respond to student mental health crises and concerns.

Summary
Students’ unmet mental health needs pose barriers to learning and development. Because of professional school coun-
selors’ training and position, they are uniquely qualified to provide education, prevention, intervention and referral
services to students and their families. Although professional school counselors do not provide long-term therapy in
schools, they provide a comprehensive school counseling program designed to meet the developmental needs of all
students. As a component of this program, professional school counselors collaborate with other educational profes-
sionals and community service providers to assist with the mediation of student mental health issues and to promote
healthy lifestyle choices

References
American School Counselor Association (2005). The ASCA national model: A framework for school counseling pro-
grams (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: Author.

Erford, B. T., Newsome, D. W., & Rock, E. (2007). Counseling youth at risk. In B. T. Erford (ed.) Transforming the
school counseling profession (2nd ed.) (pp. 279-303). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

Froeschle, J., & Moyer, M. (2004). Just cut it out: Legal and ethical challenges in counseling students who self-muti-
late. Professional School Counseling, 7, 231-235.

Kaffenberger, C., & Seligman, L. (2007). Helping students with mental and emotional disorders. In B. T. Erford (ed.)
Transforming the school counseling profession (2nd ed.) (pp. 351-383). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson.

Panigua, F. A. (2005). Assessing and treating culturally diverse clients: A practical guide (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

Vera, E. M., Buhin, L., & Shin, R. Q. (2006). The pursuit of social justice and the elimination of racism. In M. G.
Constantine and D. W. Sue (Eds.) Addressing racism: Facilitating cultural competence in mental health and educational
settings, (Hoboken: Wiley), pp. 271-287.


