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Abstract

Rural school districts face unique challenges, including geographic isolation, limited
access to mental health services, and persistent staffing and budget constraints. In response to
these pressures, some rural districts have assigned school counselors additional teaching
responsibilities in addition to their counseling roles. While prior research has examined the
challenges faced by rural school counselors and the effects of non-counseling duties, little
attention has been given to rural school counselors who specifically hold formal teaching
assignments and how they navigate these dual roles.

The purpose of this study was to explore how rural school counselors with other teaching
duties overcome challenges and leverage their assets to (1) manage their school counseling
programs, (2) impact students, (3) navigate the ambiguity of their job-related situation, and (4)
advocate for their professional identities. Guided by role theory, this phenomenological
collective case study examined the lived experiences of five rural school counselors in Kansas
who also held teaching duties. Semi-structured interviews and cross-case analysis revealed five
interconnected themes: availability and time constraints, navigating role conflict, relationships as
central to success, rurality and resources, and advocacy and leadership.

This study contributes to the literature by identifying strategies participants used to
manage dual roles, describing how they leveraged rural assets to address challenges, examining
sources of their role ambiguity, and illustrating the flexible and responsive approaches used to
advocate for their professional identities. Findings have implications for practicing school
counselors, counselor educators, school administrators, policymakers, and related professional
organizations, with recommendations related to school counselor preparation, practice, policy,

and professional representation.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

In this chapter I describe the rationale for exploring an educational challenge where in
some cases, often due to rural-specific factors, school counselors are assigned other teaching
duties in the building. The goal of this research is to gain greater insight into how rural school
counselors who also hold other teaching duties manage their school counseling programs,
leverage their strengths to impact students in their communities, navigate the ambiguity of their
job-related situations, and advocate for their professional identities. This chapter introduces the
study by first discussing the background and context, followed by the purpose of the study, the

research questions, and finally, the significance of the study.
Background

Shaped by the distinctness of rural education, the role of rural school counselor is
complex and multifaceted. In the United States, rural settings contain 9.7 million students, nearly
20% of the total student population (Showalter et al., 2025). In fourteen states, over half of all
public schools are rural, and in an additional thirteen states, at least one-third of the schools are
classified as rural (Showalter et al., 2025). Despite these numbers, research and the education
policies and recommendations that follow often give limited attention to the rural context that
affects the students attending our nation’s public schools (Bright, 2018, 2020; Grimes et al.,
2013; Showalter et al., 2025).

Educators in rural school districts must contend with rural-specific challenges such as the
rural environment that often isolates families from essential services (Anderson-Butcher et al.,
2017; Blackstock et al., 2018; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Grimes, 2020; Showalter et al., 2025;
Sutton & Pearson, 2002), lack of human resources (Chandler et al., 2018; Grimes, 2020), and

financial concerns (Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016; Showalter et al., 2025; Sutton & Pearson, 2002),



all of which have been intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic (IES, 2022; Kirsch et al., 2025;
Showalter et al., 2025).

The rural education context further shapes the role and identity of rural school
counselors. The scope of the rural school counselor’s role differs from that of non-rural school
counselors in areas related to the delegation of responsibilities and expectations regarding their
investment in the school’s community (Boulden et al., 2022; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;
Bright, 2020; Grimes et al., 2013; McConnell, 1994). A common bond across rural school
counselors is that they are often called to wear multiple hats. For instance, a rural school
counselor may also serve a portion of the day as the school’s librarian, a classroom teacher, a
supervisor in an online learning space, or an academic specialist (herein, such scenarios will be
referred to as other teaching duties). Still today some rural school counselors are assigned
additional teaching duties to fulfill academic offerings for their students since many states, like
Kansas, do not have well-defined roles or staffing mandates requiring licensed school counselors
in each school district (ASCA, 2024b; DeAngelis et al., 2022). Research does not specify the
extent to which school counselors, specifically rural school counselors, assigned to other
teaching duties manage their school counseling programs, impact students, navigate ambiguity,
and advocate for their professional identity.

Evidence suggests that access to school counselors and comprehensive school counseling
services vary from state to state, between communities, and even between school buildings
(Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016; Mullen et al.,
2019). As such, the role of the school counselor varies from school to school, along with how
their job is defined, the way they are supervised within their school/district, and the duties they

are assigned (Blake, 2020; Lane et al., 2020).



Considering school counselor role ambiguity and the lack of uniformity regarding the
delivery of school counseling programs (Chandler et al., 2018; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Grimes,
2020), researchers want to understand how schools and districts can best ensure equitable access
to comprehensive school counseling services (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012) and how systems-
thinking can enhance suggestions for best practices for school counseling programs (Goodman-
Scott et al., 2018). Further research as to which specific components of a comprehensive school
counseling program should be prioritized for implementation when the school counselor is not
necessarily mandated to follow the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) National
Model (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Whiston et al., 2011). Since students
attending rural schools account for approximately one-fifth of all U.S. students, further research
that examines the essential components of the school counseling program and characteristics of
the school counselor when combined with systemic challenges and assets of the rural setting is

needed.
Purpose of the Study

School counselors in rural school districts must navigate rural-specific challenges and
embrace community-specific assets to best address student needs. Beyond understanding how
school counselors with other teaching duties thrive in their positions, this study aims to align
with the 2022-2027 National Rural Research Agenda and attend to the unique challenges and
strengths of this subset of rural school counselors as they work to ensure student wellness and
access to learning (NREA, 2022). Therefore, the purpose of this phenomenological collective
case study with Kansas rural school counselors is to explore how rural school counselors with

other assigned teaching duties overcome challenges and leverage their assets to manage their



school counseling program, impact students, navigate the ambiguity of their job-related situation,

and advocate for their professional identity.
Research Questions

The overarching question driving this study is, what are the lived experiences for
individuals who are school counselors that have other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools?
Subsequent questions designed to gain deeper understanding of the experiences of rural school
counselors with other teaching duties are as follows:

1. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools manage
their school counseling program, accounting for the added teaching duties assigned to
them?

2. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools leverage
their strengths to impact students in their community?

3. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools navigate the
ambiguity of their job-related situation?

4. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools advocate for

their professional identity?
Significance of the Study

Existing research indicates how minimizing non-counseling duties and aligning school
counseling programs more closely with the ASCA National Model (ASCA, 2025) can increase
the effectiveness of the school counselor (Blake, 2020; Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Mullen et al.,
2019). However, current research has also begun to highlight the programmatic differences that
exist between schools in rural areas versus those in suburban and urban areas. For instance, rural

school counselors often must deliver a wider scope of services and have more non-counseling



duties (Boulden et al., 2022; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Chandler et al., 2018) and, after the
COVID-19 pandemic, have encountered more staffing challenges and have less access to mental
health resources (IES, 2022; Kirsch et al., 2025; Showalter et al., 2025).

Considering the limited research regarding the phenomenon of serving as a school
counselor and holding other assigned teaching duties, this study contributes to the body of
knowledge by exploring the actual perspectives of rural school counselors serving in such roles.
This study has implications for school counselors, school counselor educators, administrators,
and policy makers with recommendations related to school counselor preparation, practice,
policy, and representation.

Definitions and Terms

The following section provides definitions to assist the reader’s understanding of the key
terms and their usage throughout this study.

ASCA (American School Counselor Association) — The American School Counselor
Association has a membership of approximately 43,000 school counseling professionals and
focuses on providing professional development, enhancing school counseling programs and
researching effective school counseling practices (ASCA, 2026a).

ASCA National Model — The ASCA National Model provides a framework for school
counseling programs and outlines the components of a school counseling program that is integral
to the school’s academic mission and is created to have a significant positive impact on student
achievement, attendance, and discipline. The ASCA National Model advocates for data-driven
decisions, systematically delivered school counseling programs, and developmentally
appropriate curriculum focused on the mindsets and behaviors that all students need for

postsecondary readiness and success. The ASCA National Model outlines appropriate and



inappropriate activities for school counselors and provides a guide to the design and
implementation of a school counseling program (ASCA, 2025).

Comprehensive School Counseling Program — An intentional and systematic method
for assisting students in acquiring and exercising basic life skills that is driven by student data,
ensures equitable access to a rigorous education for all students, and identifies the knowledge
and skills all students will require as a result (Rodriguez et al., 2018).

Other Assigned Teaching Duties - For this study's purpose, other teaching duties are the
non-counseling duties where the school counselor is assigned to serve a portion of each day in a
position that requires an alternate certification/license. For instance, other teaching duties could
include a portion of the day as the school’s librarian, a classroom teacher, a supervisor in an
online learning space, or an academic specialist.

Rural — Rural areas are characterized by geographic isolation and small population size.
A common definition of rural that many encounter is the one defined by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) that designates all U.S. public schools as belonging to one of four
locale code groups: city, suburb, town, or rural and then further classifies the groups by their
population size for cities and suburbs or proximity from urban areas (Showalter et al., 2025).

Student to school counselor ratio (i.e., caseload) — The school counselor’s caseload is
identified by the number of students per school counselor in the school. The American School
Counselor Association recommend student to school counselor ratio of 250:1, the average
national caseload is 376:1 for the 2023-2024 school year (the most recent year for which data is
available) (ASCA, 2024b), and the most recent estimate of the student to school counselor ratio

in Kansas schools is 372:1 (ASCA, 2024b).



Summary

Existing school counseling research indicates that role ambiguity, role conflict, and work
overload make it difficult to spend time on ASCA recommended functions (Astramovich et al.,
2013; Blake, 2020; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011). In addition,
the rural educational context complicates the professional identity of the rural school counselor
(Boulden et al., 2022; Bright, 2020; Grimes et al., 2013; McConnell, 1994). While role
ambiguity and role conflict in the school counseling field is an ongoing concern (Astramovich et
al., 2013; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011), role theory research
indicates that rural school counselors experiencing such conditions may move toward creative
solutions resulting in professional growth, greater self-confidence, and organizational reforms
(Sarbin, 1966). Insights as to how rural school counselors with other assigned teaching duties
overcome challenges and leverage their assets to positively impact students may help to inform

practices to support this subset of school counseling professionals.



Chapter 2 - Literature Review

The purpose of this chapter is to review relevant literature related to the theoretical
orientation for this study along with a thorough examination of the literature used to inform
interpretation of the data collected to answer the question driving this study: what are the lived
experiences for individuals who are school counselors that have other teaching duties in rural
Kansas schools?

This literature review begins with a description of role theory as a theoretical orientation
for this study. Role theory provides language that describes factors that may arise when rural
school counselors adopt other teaching duties. The participants in this study are similar in that
they are all individuals who are certified school counselors in rural Kansas schools and also hold
other teaching duties. This literature review explores the characteristics that are common among
participants, and the relevant research related to the factors that may influence how they manage
their school counseling programs, impact students, navigate ambiguity, and maintain their
professional identity.

A common factor among participants in this study is that they are all certified school
counselors in Kansas. The relevant literature consists of an exploration of the school counselor’s
role, the features of comprehensive school counseling programs, the recommendations associated
with implementing a school counseling program aligned with the ASCA National Model, and
factors that affect program implementation. Another common factor among participants is their
rural work setting. Although Hartman et al. (2023) quipped, “If you’ve seen one rural place,
you’ve seen one rural place” (p. 61), literature describing common strengths and barriers of rural
settings is discussed. Additionally, the interaction of the rural setting and the school counselor’s

role will be examined along with Kansas-specific characteristics that may influence how the



participants navigate their roles. Little research exists that investigates rural school counselors
with other assigned teaching duties. However, some insight is available related to school
counselors with additional non-counseling duties and non-school counseling educators with dual

roles, which may relate to the participants’ experiences, and is, therefore, included in this review.
Theoretical Orientation for the Study

This study uses role theory as a framework to explore how rural school counselors who
hold other assigned teaching duties overcome challenges and leverage their assets to manage
their school counseling programs, impact students, navigate ambiguity, and maintain their
professional identity.

Role Theory

The sociologist George Herbert Mead (1934) was among the first to suggest that person-
to-person relationships involve pre-assigned role-related behaviors. A tenant of role theory is that
an individual’s conduct can only be understood when examined from a social context (Kahn et
al., 1964). This theory examines the behavior of individuals by presuming that an individual
occupies a social position within their organization where they maintain expectations for their
own behaviors and those of others within the organization (Biddle, 1979). According to role
theory, once individuals understand what their role ought to be, individuals must contend with
role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload in the workplace (Biddle, 1986; Culbreth et al.,
2005; Ha et al., 2011; Kahn et al., 1964). Kahn et al. (1964) defined role conflict as the
occurrence of two or more pressures such that compliance with one would make compliance
with the other more difficult.

The school counselor’s role is defined by several groups that interact within the social

structure of the school setting, including school boards, administrators, teachers, students and



counselors themselves (Blake, 2020; Hanna, 2019; Ivey & Robin, 1966; Yavuz et al., 2017).
Role theory relays the importance of accurately defining and communicating the school
counselor’s role within their work setting (Feirsen, 2021; Fye et al., 2022; Ivey & Robin, 1966).
Markham, et al.’s (2010) work with organizational role theory found that roles change as projects
progress from one step to the next starting with an innovative champion, to a sponsor who moves
the project forward, to the gatekeeper that maintains the momentum of the project. Counselors,
who are constantly working in various stages of projects during the school year, must also
contend with the inconsistencies related to their profession’s definition of the school counseling
role and the general perception of their role within the community (Blake, 2020; Feirsen, 2021;
Ivey & Robin, 1966). Because the school counselor’s role varies based on who they are serving
(e.g., students, staff, parents) and the stage of the project in which they are working, one may
find it difficult to accurately define the school counselor’s role. The components of role theory
can be used as a framework to understand the interactions that the school counselor with other
assigned teaching duties has with administrators, teachers, parents, students and other invested
parties and to describe their unique role within the school.

Role Conflict

Role conflict occurs when workers are faced with opposing role expectations and there is
a lack of alignment between the work demands and the capacity to meet those demands (Cervoni
& DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Ha et al., 2011; Ivey & Robin, 1966; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). With
role conflict there exists friction when individuals are forced to deal with the demands of several
different roles simultaneously (Ha et al., 2011). There are several possible sources of role
conflict. Role conflict can stem from a situation where the individual is in charge of several

different roles that demand behaviors that are not compatible (Ha et al., 2011; Ivey & Robin,
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1966). This type of role conflict may be evident when a worker assumes multiple roles within an
organization. For example, in some school systems an individual may be asked to be a teacher or
a clerk in addition to being a school counselor. In this case, the individual cannot behave in a
manner that meets the expectations of both roles at the same time (Cinotti, 2014; Culbreth et al.,
2005; Ha et al., 2011; McConnell, 1994).

Role conflict can be manifested in the contradictory role expectations where the
descriptions of the responsibilities associated with the role differ based on who is defining the
role (Blake, 2020; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Ha et al., 2011; Ivey & Robin, 1966). For
instance, this type of role conflict could arise with the school counselor’s role when the principal
thinks that the school counselor should supervise students taking online classes, yet the counselor
does not see this as one of their defined job duties. Role conflict can also originate from
contradictory role expectations where the parties defining the role may agree on the
responsibilities associated with the role, but a conflict arises where the individual cannot fulfill
all the obligations of the role (Ha et al., 2011; Ivey & Robin, 1966). An example of this may be
the conflict that arises for a school counselor when they are expected to be a student’s confidant
but also expected to enforce school rules.

Role Ambiguity

Role ambiguity occurs when roles are confusing or there is insufficient knowledge as to
how to meet job expectations (Blake, 2020; Mayers & Zepeda, 2002). School counselors may
experience role ambiguity when no clear job description exists, when non-counseling
administrators define the school counselor’s role, or when an individual experiences a conflict
between their role as a counselor and as an educator (Blake, 2020). Role ambiguity makes it

difficult for a school counselor to define their duties and responsibilities. As a result, the school
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counselor may assume various non-counseling duties to either meet a need in the school or
because they happen to be competent at performing a skill or task (Astramovich et al., 2013;
Blake, 2020; DeKruyf et al., 2013; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). When school counselors spend
time on other duties, this may result in less time spent on ASCA recommended functions
(Astramovich et al., 2013; Blake, 2020; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011). When school
counselors are assigned other teaching duties, the guidelines associated with how they should
spend their school counseling time versus their other teaching duties may be ambiguous. For
instance, a counselor who is also working as a teacher may contractually be assigned planning
time to prepare for classroom activities, but that plan time may be best used during the school
day to meet with students or deliver the counseling curriculum. While there may be some
autonomy with how to spend planning time, some ambiguity may occur when defining the
proper use of time for a counselor who also serves in the role of a teacher.
Work Overload

School counselors who are managing multiple roles while working to provide a service to
students can potentially experience high levels of stress (Augustine-Shaw & Lane, 2025;
Brewington & Kushner, 2020; Culbreth et al., 2005; Hanna, 2019). Work overload can stem
from the interaction of the individual’s role and the expectations placed on the individual. This
may be a situation where those that define the school counselor’s role place demands that exceed
the counselor’s capacity to competently meet expectations (Culbreth et al., 2005; Ivey & Robin,
1966; Stone-Johnson, 2015).

Role ambiguity and role conflict in professional school counseling is an ongoing concern
despite the efforts to clarify the comprehensive school counseling model (Astramovich et al.,

2013; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011). In addition, role ambiguity and role conflict are
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predicters of work satisfaction (Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011), role stress (Culbreth et al.,
2005), and depressive symptoms (Zhang et al., 2022). When job expectations do not match
reality or when one reports to multiple stakeholders, role theory suggests that role ambiguity can
lead to inefficient performance (Blake, 2020). On the other hand, in a review of Kahn’s seminal
work on organizational stress, Sarbin (1966) noted:

[The authors] recognized that while role conflict and role ambiguity may produce

undesirable personal consequences at the same time, such conditions may lead to growth

and to creative solutions to emergent problems. The successful coping response of the

individual may result in greater self-confidence and may lead to organizational reforms.

(Para. 3)

Therefore, using a role theory lens to investigate how rural school counselors with other
assigned teaching duties overcome barriers and leverage their assets to manage their school
counseling program provides insight as to how to best support this subset of school counseling

professionals.
The Role of the School Counselor

Although the school counselor position has existed in schools for over 100 years, the role
of the school counselor has evolved to reflect the societal trends (Gysbers, 2010; Lambie &
Williamson, 2004; Wingfield et al., 2010). For instance, as a result of the industrial revolution,
vocational guidance was the primary job duty of the school counselor (Wingfield et al., 2010).
Even today, this remains one of the essential components of the school counseling program
(Frank et al., 2025; Minor & Farley-Smith, 2024). Societal changes, including the rise of civil
rights, turned the role of the school counselor into one focused on mental health and the students’

holistic development (Lambie & Williamson, 2004; Wingfield et al., 2010). This individualized,
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reactive counseling approach was challenged with the space race when the passing of the
National Defense Education Act (NDEA) provided funding for schools to train school personnel
to focus on student interests and increase academic achievement, especially in mathematics and
science (Wingfield et al., 2010).

With budget cuts in the 1970’s the nature of the school counseling role as a reactive,
service-based model was being debated (Gysbers, 2010; Lambie & Williamson, 2004). School
counselors began taking on more administrative duties and filling responsibilities in the school to
conform to legislative policies (Lambie & Williamson, 2004). The No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) legislation (2001) aimed at closing achievement gaps, stretched school counselors to
take on a proactive model to meet the needs of all students and demonstrate student growth. This
shift evolved into a comprehensive, competency-based, proactive, and preventative school
counseling approach that addressed the academic, career, and personal and social needs of all
students (Dabhir et al., 2009; Gysbers & Henderson, 2001; Wingfield et al., 2010). Lambie and
Williamson (2004) noted that while the school counselors’ role has expanded, “no services
seemed to be removed from the counselors’ responsibilities” (p. 127). Even with the profession’s
efforts to define the school counselor’s role within the school, multiple job demands, role
ambiguity, role conflict, and other assigned duties have made it a challenge for school counselors
to fully implement a comprehensive program (ASCA, 2025; Frank et al., 2025; Lambie &
Williamson, 2004; Wingfield et al., 2010).

The American School Counselor Association (ASCA)

ASCA was formed in 1952 as a division of the American Personnel and Guidance

Association (APGA), which became known as the American Counseling Association (ACA) in

1992 (ASCA, 2026a; Lambie & Williamson, 2004). While operating as a division of ACA in
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2003, ASCA created the first edition of the ASCA National Model (ASCA, 2025). ASCA
eventually became an independent organization and currently states a mission to “represent the
school counseling profession and equip school counselors to create equitable opportunities and
inclusive environments that enable each and every student to succeed” (ASCA, 2026a).
Operating independently, ASCA has grown to approximately 43,000 members and posts the
following goal for the organization, “to equip school counselors to implement the ASCA
National Model with fidelity” (ASCA, 2026a). ASCA operates as the voice of school counselors
and supports their members with a growing number of resources, including webinars, podcasts,
position statements, professional development opportunities, training activities, toolkits, and
research articles. ASCA resources provide a standard of practice for professional school
counselors to clarify the confusion that continues to exist related to the role of the school
counselor (ASCA, 2021; Frank et al., 2025; Goodman-Scott et al., 2018).

ASCA National Model

The ASCA National Model, now in its fifth edition, was created to provide a framework
for school counseling programs and promotes components of school counseling programs that
tend to have positive impacts on student outcomes (ASCA, 2025). The ASCA National Model
provides a guide for school counselors to define, manage, deliver, and assess their program
(ASCA, 2025). It advocates for data-driven decisions, systematically delivered school counseling
programs, and developmentally appropriate curriculum focused on the mindsets and behaviors
that all students need for postsecondary readiness and success. The ASCA National Model
(2025) also provides recommendations on designing and implementing a comprehensive school

counseling program, including recommendations pertaining to how the school counselor should
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structure their time and the activities considered to be appropriate and inappropriate for
professional school counselors.

An ASCA initiative to encourage the adoption and implementation of the ASCA National
Model nationwide is the facilitation of the Recognized ASCA Model Program (RAMP)
designation for school counseling programs (ASCA, 2026b). RAMP status is earned when a
school counseling program consistently demonstrates effectiveness as a data-driven,
comprehensive school counseling program. To date, more than 1,300 schools have earned ramp
designation (ASCA, 2026b). Data derived from a closing the gap results report from 2024
RAMP awardees indicate that RAMP designated school counseling programs have been
successful at improving academic achievement, attendance rates, and student behavior (ASCA,
2024a). To implement a comprehensive school counseling program worthy of earning RAMP
designation, school counselors must have both financial resources and the time to implement
services as well as provide documentation that connects their program’s interventions to positive
student outcomes. In a 2019 article comparing school characteristics among RAMP and non-
RAMP schools, researchers found that RAMP schools were more likely to be located in more
populated, suburban areas, while non-RAMP schools were more often located in the smaller
populated cities, towns, and rural settings (Mullen et al., 2019). Mullen et al. (2019) also found
that RAMP schools were more likely to have full-time teachers and larger student populations,
while non-RAMP schools were more likely to be Title I schools and serve low-income students.
Boulden et al. (2022) explored the lived experiences of rural school counselors earning RAMP
and found that, due to the small size of their school, they faced several barriers pursuing RAMP

designation because they often had to assume roles beyond that of a school counselor. Such
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findings suggest that the contextual factors of a school may impact the school counselor’s ability
to implement a comprehensive school counseling program.
Student to School Counselor Ratios

Research suggests that smaller caseloads allow school counselors to implement
comprehensive school counseling programs more fully and effectively (ASCA, 2021; Carey &
Dimmitt, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012; Mulhern, 2020). The ASCA
Research Report: The State of the Profession 2020 (2021) stated that progress has been made to
decrease school counselor caseloads, noting that in 1986 the ratio was 588:1, while in 2021 the
ratio was 408:1 and, most recently reported, the average school counselor maintains a 376:1
student-to-school counselor ratio (ASCA, 2024b). However, less than one-fifth of the nation’s
school districts meet the ASCA recommended student-to-school counselor ratio of 250:1
(ASCA, 2024b). Access to school counselors varies across states. Median ratios are over 600:1
in Arizona, over 500:1 in Michigan and Minnesota, but under 250:1 in New Hampshire,
Vermont, and Hawaii (ASCA, 2024b). When examining access to school mental health supports
Showalter et al. (2025) noted that the ratio of psychologists/school counselors in rural schools is
297:1 compared to 273:1 in non-rural districts.

While ASCA recommends striving toward the ideal 250:1 student-to-school counselor
ratio to ensure quality services are allocated to all students, some researchers suggest that a lower
student-to-school counselor ratio does not necessarily increase the frequency and quality of
service to students (Goodman-Scott et al., 2018; Kearney et al., 2021). When examining student
academic outcomes in relation to school counselor ratios, Goodman-Scott et al. (2018) noted that
lowering school counselor ratios without addressing the larger systemic variables related to

student academic outcomes, such as student and environmental factors (e.g., school resources,
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differing levels of poverty, ability levels), may not necessarily lead to higher academic outcomes.
Therefore, the low student-to-school counselor ratio may be less impactful on student outcomes
in a rural setting where school counselors are delegated more responsibilities, often serve a wider
range of developmental levels, and tend to be more engrained in the communities in which they
serve (Kirsch et al., 2025; McConnell, 1994; Schaftt, 2016; Sutton & Pearson, 2002).
Recommended Use of Time

According to ASCA (2025), school counselors should spend 80 percent of their time
providing direct and indirect support activities, such as conducting individual and group
counseling, delivering classroom lessons, consulting with teachers and principals, managing
student interventions, and developing individual academic plans. The other 20 percent of the
school counselor’s time should be dedicated to program planning and school support activities,
including reviewing school data, developing outcome goals, creating action plans, reporting
school counseling data to invested parties, and advocating for the school counseling program
(ASCA, 2025). Furthermore, duties that fall outside the school counselor’s role as described in
the ASCA National Model, such as providing direct discipline, teaching courses that involve
grading students, and taking on administrative duties, should be limited or delegated to other
educational professionals when possible (Greiner & Hatton, 2023). When school counselors
must take on additional non-counseling duties, they are less likely to devote time, energy, and
resources toward implementing ASCA National Model components (Boulden et al., 2022;
Mullen et al., 2019) and likely to show less job satisfaction (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;

Cervoni & DelLucia-Waack, 2011).
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Rural Education

The word rural can elicit a variety of meanings, from the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition
of a rural area as “all people, housing, and territory outside of urban areas” (HRSA, n.d.) to a
description of rural that relies more on the feel of the area rather than the technical term
(Donehower, 2014). A common meaning of rural that many encounter is the one defined by the
National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) that designates all U.S. public schools as
belonging to one of four local code groups: city, suburb, town, or rural, and then further
classifies the groups by their population size for cities and suburbs (i.e., large, midsize, small) or
by their proximity from urban areas for towns and rural communities (i.e., fringe, distant,
remote) (NCES, n.d.-a). In Kansas, rural seems to have a look and feel and, while about 50% of
the schools in Kansas (671 of 1,341 schools) are classified as rural, according to the NCES
definition, another 249 schools (18.6%) are in areas classified as remote, distant, or fringe towns
(NCES, n.d.-b). For this study of Kansas rural school counselors, the focus was on school
counselors working in schools classified as rural or small town according to NCES definitions.
Of the five participants in this study, four participants worked in schools designated as rural
(fringe, distant, or remote). One participant worked in a school classified as Town:Distant;
however, this school served a geographically isolated community with characteristics consistent
with rural contexts.

McConnell (1994) examined rural school counseling obstacles and asserted that, “Rural
schools do not lack problems; they lack public voice and visibility” (p. 8). Over thirty years later,
this barrier continues to exist. Showalter et al. (2025) noted that many leaders and policymakers
do not interact with rural school districts and lack an understanding of the educational challenges

of rural America. As a result, rural communities often do not trust the decisions that come from

19



cities and governments, viewing them with suspicion since the system values careers that are
often not represented in rural settings (Bright, 2020; Schafft, 2016). Bright (2020) noted that this
lack of interaction between rural communities and policymakers often results in articulated
policies and strategies that use broad stereotypes to refer to rurality and ignore the changing
dynamics of rural communities. Rural trust in the system dissipates when state and national
agencies control educational policy, including standardized assessments, curricula, and school
mergers, without adequate funding to support the initiatives (Bright, 2018).

Rural educational challenges are significant when compared to their urban and suburban
counterparts. Included are high rates of children in poverty (Bright, 2020; Crumb et al., 2023;
Fears et al., 2023; Showalter et al., 2025) and school districts that are often limited financially
due to many states using property taxes as a primary source of income and rural areas having
lower property values than towns or cities (Bright, 2020). The underfunding of rural schools
contributes to challenges with staff recruitment and retention, resulting in students who may not
have adequate access to resources that they need to succeed and a stressful environment where
educators must take on additional duties to keep their school viable (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;
Bright, 2020; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Hines, 2002; Showalter et al., 2025). Shifts in rural
demographics, including an increase of English Language Learners (ELL) and minority student
populations, compounded by a decrease in the overall student population, further exacerbate the
staffing challenges in rural schools (Johnson et al., 2018). To deal with budgetary concerns,
some school districts opt to shed school counseling positions instead of choosing other unpopular
moves like increasing class sizes (DeAngelis et al., 2022; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016).

The lack of economic and educational resources, compounded by the geographical

isolation from support systems, is another challenge facing rural school districts (Anderson-
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Butcher et al., 2017; Belansky et al., 2024; Bright, 2020; Griffin & Galassi, 2010; Grimes et al.,
2013; Johnson & Harmon, 2025). Many rural communities also lack access to physical and
mental health services, due to factors such as distance from larger cities, access to transportation,
and insurance issues (Fears et al., 2023; Grimes, 2020; Holmes et al., 2026; Schafft, 2016;
Showalter et al., 2025). Consequently, mental health treatments are underutilized in rural
communities, resulting in low mental health literacy, which perpetuates stigma (Crumb et al.,
2019; Holmes et al., 2026). The cycle of bias is then perpetuated with the lack of positive role
models and resources to educate communities about how to identify mental health issues and
seek out care (Bryant et al., 2018).

Despite facing a range of spatial inequalities, rural communities also possess assets that
field a higher percentage of high school graduates than their non-rural counterparts (Showalter et
al., 2025). Several community factors may contribute to the strong graduation rates for rural
school districts, including access to early intervention services and a focus on mitigating
outcomes attributed to poverty. Starting with quality early intervention services Showalter et al.
(2025) noted that an average of 40.2 percent of rural children across the U.S. are enrolled in
public preschool, but results from individual states vary widely with ten states reporting fewer
than one in three children enrolled in public preschool. Kansas is one of the states with higher
rates of public preschool enrollment for rural children, with 49.8 percent of Kansas rural children
attending public preschool (Showalter et al., 2025). School districts are the social, institutional,
and economic hub of most rural communities and contribute to a positive school-community
relationship that helps to provide essential support to students in need (Schaftt, 2016). For
instance, although students experiencing poverty nationwide score lower than their peers on

math and reading assessments, those differences were smaller among rural schools than among
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non-rural schools (Showalter et al., 2025). Schafft (2016) attributed the gains for rural students
experiencing poverty to the “close-knit qualities of the communities and greater opportunities for
participation in extracurricular activities” adding that, “smaller schools provide
disproportionately greater social and academic benefits to students from lower income
backgrounds” (p. 139).

Recently, rural-specific challenges for educators and school counselors have been
intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic. The United States Department of Education’s Institute
of Education Sciences (IES) (2022) conducted a survey with a nationwide sample of public
schools, collecting information on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. One year after the
start of the pandemic, 53% of public schools reported feeling understaffed entering the 2022-23
school year with 69% of all public schools and 70% of rural schools citing too few candidates
applying for open teaching positions as the main challenge. In addition, nearly half (49%) of all
public schools and 40% of rural schools reported being understaffed in mental health with 55%
of rural schools reporting that they have not been able to fill vacant non-teaching staff positions
since the start of the pandemic (IES, 2022). Furthermore, more than 8 in 10 public schools have
seen stunted behavior and social-emotional development in their students because of the
pandemic, with 79% of public schools asking for mental health resources and 60% requesting
more teachers and/or staff to be hired (IES, 2022). Findings from the 2022 School Pulse Panel
report also indicated that a higher percentage of schools in rural town locations than in suburban
locations strongly disagreed that their school could effectively provide mental health services to
all in need due to lack of licensed mental health professionals and lack of funding.

In their report following the pandemic, Showalter et al. (2023) emphasized the

demonstration of resilience and spirit of innovation that not only got rural school districts
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through the COVID-19 pandemic, but also highlighted the dedication of the school districts to
maintain strong relationships and support their families. Rural school districts found creative
strategies to deliver quality remote learning experiences to their families, including delivering
meals to students, and coordinating with parents to deliver internet access and technology where
possible. Kirsch et al. (2025) investigated the work of rural school counselors during the
pandemic, describing the great lengths that rural school counselors went through to maintain
student connections and the long-lasting impacts this time had on their identity. Because of the
adjustments they had to make to accommodate novel demands, like enforcing mask mandates
and covering for teachers who were absent due to COVID-19 quarantines, school counselors
reported a significant increase in non-school counseling responsibilities. This, compounded by
the academic and social-emotional impacts resulted in participants describing “increased
compassion fatigue, diminished professional boundaries, declining job satisfaction, and
mounting burnout” (Kirsch et al., 2025, p. 11). It may be years before we know the extent of the
impacts of COVID-19 on young children, but it is worth considering how geographical factors

and access to supports for learning and development during this time will affect rural students.
School Counseling in Rural Areas

Rural school counselors face a variety of challenges because rural schools are in sparsely
populated communities (Grimes et al., 2019; Schafft, 2016; Showalter et al., 2025), tend to have
a higher rate of students in poverty (Bright, 2020; Fears et al., 2023; Schafft, 2016; Showalter et
al., 2025), and are geographically isolated (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2023). This
combination of rural-specific factors affects the school counselor’s roles and responsibilities. For
instance, the lack of access to mental health resources requires many rural school counselors to

deliver services and offer support to students and families that may be beyond the scope of their
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role (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2017; Boulden & Henry, 2025; Crumb et al., 2019; Fears et al.,
2023; Grimes et al., 2023; Grimes, 2020; Hines, 2002; Kirsch et al., 2025; Wimberly &
Brickman, 2014). Most rural school districts have fewer programs and services such as
alternative schools, vocational programs, and programs for students with special needs, leaving
teachers and school counselors to fill in the gaps (Chandler et al., 2018; Crumb et al., 2019;
Hines, 2002; Kirsch et al., 2025; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Often rural school counselors
are expected to serve as a generalist and must make trade-offs that may cut into their counseling
duties (Crumb et al., 2019; Morrissette, 2000; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Chandler et al.
(2018) investigated the prevalence of school counseling activities aligned with the ASCA
National Model for 1,244 school counselors and found that rural school counselors “had slightly
more counseling duties and significantly more non-counseling duties than urban school
counselors” (p. 22).

Many rural school districts are not located near institutions of higher education, which
creates a unique challenge with exposing students to college and career counseling activities
(Grimes et al., 2019; Schaftt, 2016). Geographic remoteness contributes to challenges with rural
economic development, resulting in communities comprised of workers holding fewer four-year
postsecondary degrees (Hines, 2002; Schafft, 2016). Lack of exposure to a range of professional
career options and fewer role models can put rural students at a disadvantage in accessing and
attaining some careers (Bright, 2020). Rural school counselors must make decisions about how
to expend their efforts to both promote a college-going culture and retain potential workers in the
community (Schafft, 2016). Because school counselors, unlike other school personnel, have
more flexibility in their role (Grimes, 2020), rural school counselors have recently documented

using this autonomy to support their community with creative interventions that may not reflect
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the typical school counseling duties (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2023; Kirsch et al.,
2025).

Financial constraints and geographic isolation resulting in lack of human resources
stretches the school counselor to provide rural students with an equitable educational experience
(Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016; Grimes et al.,
2019; Sutton & Pearson, 2002). Wimberly and Brickman (2014) noted that “counselors in small
rural areas must be perceived as team players” (p. 28). It is the way of life for rural school
counselors to fulfill a variety of roles that would otherwise be occupied by other professionals in
urban school districts, such as testing coordinators, at-risk coordinators, class sponsors, coaches,
or even concessions managers at extracurricular events (McConnell, 1994; Wimberly &
Brickman, 2014). This role ambiguity reflects various findings on the difficulties experienced by
rural school counselors in constructing their professional identity (Crumb et al., 2019; Grimes,
2020; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Given that staffing shortages often require rural school
counselors to assume responsibilities beyond their counseling duties, it follows that rural school
counselors are less likely than their urban counterparts to attain RAMP certification (Boulden et
al., 2022; Mullen et al., 2019).

Rural school counselors who serve as the lone school counselor in their building or even
in their school district may contend with feelings of isolation in their role (Boulden et al., 2022;
Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Childs et al., 2022; Fears et al., 2023; Hines, 2002; Morrissette,
2000). The lack of counseling colleagues in the school means that there may be little support
and/or inadequate supervision for the school counselor (Chandler et al., 2018; Fears et al., 2023).
Rural school counselors may experience work overload, feeling that they must become both the

local expert and the primary contact for mental health services (Grimes et al., 2023; Grimes,
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2020) in addition to being solely responsible for implementing a comprehensive school
counseling program (Chandler et al., 2018). Time is not on the rural school counselor’s side as
they work to maintain their program while accumulating various non-counseling duties, leaving
little time for professional development and opportunities to consult with other school counselors
to stay informed on current research and practices (Chandler et al., 2018; Fears et al., 2023;
Grimes et al., 2023; Morrissette, 2000).

Beyond the unique challenges of rural contexts, rural communities are also characterized
by unique cultural assets. Research supporting a rural cultural wealth model demonstrates how
these strengths can benefit rural school counselors in serving their students and communities
(Belansky et al., 2024; Crumb et al., 2023; Fears et al., 2023; McConnell, 1994; Waalkes et al.,
2023; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Several authors have identified three key rural
characteristics—community cooperation, peer and administrative support, and less bureaucracy
and formality—that give school counselors greater autonomy to design counseling programs
responsive to their students’ needs (Crumb et al., 2019; Fears et al., 2023; Hines, 2002;
Morrissette, 2000). Additionally, Schafft (2016) emphasized that, “a common feature among
most rural communities is the central social, institutional, and economic role of the school” (p.
139), positioning schools as hubs for collaboration and support. Research further suggests that
school counselors in rural communities can rely on parent engagement and local volunteers to
assist with programs that support their child’s education (Crumb et al., 2023; Hines, 2002;
Schafft, 2016).

These community-level assets also shape the relational dynamics of rural school
counseling efforts. Sutton and Pearson (2002) noted that although the high accessibility and

visibility of the rural school counselor can sometimes feel like an intrusion on privacy, this
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visibility can also be leveraged to advocate more effectively for students. This advocacy role was
particularly evident in rural school counselors’ support of students during the COVID-19
pandemic and in their response to the resulting rural mental health crisis (Boulden & Henry,
2025; Grimes et al., 2023; Kirsch et al., 2025). Because students in rural schools often progress
through grade levels together, communities tend to be close-knit and supportive of student
involvement in extra-curricular activities (Crumb et al., 2023; Grimes et al., 2023; Schafft, 2016;
Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Consistent with this context, school counselors have reported that
the rural setting allows them to develop deep familiarity with students and their families, foster
more meaningful relationships, and provide more personalized services (Grimes et al., 2023;
Morrissette, 2000).
Factors Affecting Rural School Counselors in Kansas

In the 2024-2025 school year, Kansas had 477,006 students enrolled in a total of 1,341
public schools in 289 school districts (NCES, n.d.-b). Nearly half of Kansas public schools
(50.4%) are in rural areas and about two-thirds (62.0%) of those Kansas school districts are
classified as small rural districts (Showalter et al., 2025). With the revised definitions of rural,
151,760 students (31.8% of the total number of Kansas students) attend public schools located in
rural Kansas areas (NCES, n.d.-b). As of the 2024-2025 school year, Kansas employed 1,172
school counselors resulting in a 385:1 student-to-school counselor ratio (NCES, n.d.-b), which
closely aligns to the most recent student-to-school counselor ratio reported by ASCA out of the
2023-2024 school year of 372:1 in Kansas (reporting 483,505 total students and 1,299 school
counselors (ASCA, 2024b). While this ratio is above the ASCA-recommended 250:1, it is on par
with the national average of 376:1 (ASCA, 2024b). In their most recent Why Rural Matters

report, Showalter et al. (2025) examined rural students’ access to supports for well-being and
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found that Kansas has 311 students per psychologist/school counselor in rural schools.
According to data reported by Brookings using ASCA information, 23 states mandate school
counseling in elementary schools, while 30 states mandate school counseling for secondary
school students (Meyer & Bell, 2023). While school counselors working in Kansas public
schools must be licensed through the Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE) and meet
state professional standards, Kansas is one of the remaining states that does not have a specific
statutory mandate requiring every public school to employ school counselors (KSDE, 2026b).

Although school counselors are not mandated, school counselors in Kansas do maintain a
professional identity. The Kansas School Counselor Association (KSCA), a state affiliate of
ASCA, maintains a membership list of over 450 individuals, provides professional development
hosting statewide events, and contributes to a quarterly newsletter (KSCA, 2026). In addition,
several state of Kansas initiatives and articulated priorities indicate an awareness at the state
level of the essential role of school counselors in improving student success. For instance, in
2015 KSDE conducted a statewide qualitative study and found a need to systematically address
the academic, social-emotional, and career domains (Jestes, 2018). Referencing feedback from
this study, the Kansas State Board of Education announced a new vision for education in Kansas.
The mission, which remains today, is “To prepare Kansas students for lifelong success through
rigorous, quality academic instruction, career training, and character development according to
each student’s gifts and talents” (KSDE, 2026a, p. Para. 2). This revised vision aligns with the
tiered approach addressing the academic, career, and social-emotional domains outlined in the
ASCA National Model (2025).

Starting in 2017, schools across Kansas volunteered to enter a redesign process to rethink

education to ensure that every high school graduate is a successful one (KSDE, n.d.). A common
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theme resulting from the redesign process was a call to add to the number of professionals in the
school who could systematically address the academic, social-emotional, and career needs of
students. While continuing to align with the ASCA National Model, the Kansas Comprehensive
School Counseling Program guidelines were updated in 2021 to reflect the revised Kansas State
Board of Education mission, incorporate the redesign components, and provide guidance to
practicing school counselors (KSDE, 2021b). Kansas schools faced the challenge of having
fewer licensed school counselors than there are school buildings (KSDE, 2021b; NCES, n.d.-b).
KSDE then encouraged school districts to consider creative ways to provide school counseling
services to students such as a grow your own school counselor model, where teachers with a
passion for helping who are already employed in the district, would shift into the school
counselor role while completing the graduate program and earning licensure (KSDE, 2021Db).
Because of the ambiguity around the school counselor’s role (Blake, 2020; Chandler et al.,
2018), research indicates that administrators in Kansas tasked with hiring staff and filling
academic offerings may not be fully informed of the role and potential impact of a full-time
school counselor (Hanna, 2019; Lane et al., 2020). Since there are no Kansas legislative
mandates regarding the school counselor position, some school counselors in primarily rural
areas in Kansas are assigned other teaching duties during a portion of their school day.
Educators with Multiple Roles

Most of the research related to school counselors with other duties is limited to scenarios
where school counselors are assigned various non-counseling duties throughout the school year
(Astramovich et al., 2013; Blake, 2020; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Chandler et al., 2018;
Culbreth et al., 2005; Grimes, 2020; Hanna, 2019; Kirsch et al., 2025; Mullen et al., 2019;

Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). The role of the school counselor varies from school to school as does
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the way their duties are assigned (Blake, 2020). Researchers assert that assigning non-counseling
duties, such as substituting in classrooms, doing administrative tasks, managing school-wide
achievement testing, or monitoring students during unstructured time, underutilizes the graduate
level training the professional school counselor has to offer (Astramovich et al., 2013; Bell &
Smith, 2022; Grimes, 2020; Mullen et al., 2019; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021).

Rural school counselors perform significantly more non-counseling duties than their
suburban and urban counterparts (Chandler et al., 2018; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Although
it is the culture in rural schools to pitch in, be a team player, and do what needs to be done to
help the kids (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Crumb et al., 2023; Crumb et al., 2019; McConnell,
1994; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014), there are often discrepancies
between the priorities of the administrator assigning the duties and those of the school counselor
regarding the best ways to help the kids (Blake, 2020; Hanna, 2019; Yavuz et al., 2017). For
instance, Bell and Smith (2022) studied the influence Oklahoma school counselors had on
helping students earn a specific state scholarship and found that many school counselors are
“spread so thin that they don’t have the time that it takes to... make sure every student eligible
applies” (p. 192). Researchers have recommended that institutions of higher education work with
future administrators to better understand the impact that a fully functioning comprehensive
school counseling program can have on student performance and achievement (Brewington &
Kushner, 2020; Lane et al., 2020; Whiston et al., 2011) and discuss how administrators and
counselors can partner to eliminate the barriers to implementing the ASCA National Model
(Blake, 2020; Hanna, 2019). Similarly, since the culture of rural schools is unique, researchers
have emphasized the importance of preparing preservice school counselors prior to graduation on

the strengths and challenges of working in a rural community, so they are prepared to advocate
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for their role if they choose to work in the rural setting (Belansky et al., 2024; Boulden &
Schimmel, 2022; Bright, 2020; Grimes et al., 2013; Grimes, 2020; Lane et al., 2020).

A web search of the staff pages of Kansas rural school districts will find several school
counselors who have a slash behind their position with another teaching duty. This other
teaching duty may include serving a portion of each day in a position that requires an alternate
license/certification, a situation where the school counselor is responsible for a group of students
daily, or where they must assign an academic grade for a class that they teach. While research
addresses challenges for school counselors assigned to various non-counseling duties, very little
literature exists specific to school counselors with other assigned teaching duties. School
counselors with other assigned teaching duties were alluded to in a study that included rural
schools in Oklahoma. Bell and Smith (2022) mentioned that some schools piece together time
from existing staff to fill all the full-time equivalent (FTE) requirements from the state. Another
article included an ethnographic study that described the experiences of an individual serving in
the dual roles of English teacher and guidance counselor in a high school and how they used one
role to inform the other (Mayer, 1986).

Extending the literature search to references of dual roles outside of school counseling in
schools brings up research on dual roles of physical education teacher and athletic director (Ha et
al., 2011) as well as educators with additional coaching duties (Knowles et al., 2020; Konukman
et al., 2010; Mellor et al., 2020; Richards & Templin, 2012). Educators with these dual roles
described challenges associated with role conflict. For instance, the roles of physical education
teacher and coach are each complex and distinct from one another; and although both are
associated with health and wellness, they are incompatible in many ways (Konukman et al.,

2010; Richards & Templin, 2012). Mellor et al. (2020) noted that serving in dual roles could
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result in relationship complications when they interacted with students both in the classroom and
in the athletic setting. Richards and Templin (2012) found that the teacher/coach may also get
caught in an unequal reward system where administrators may pay more attention to coaching
accolades than teaching excellence or vice versa. Educators serving in dual roles not only
contend with role conflict, but work overload is also evident in research where individuals must
decide how to spend their time during the day (Bell & Smith, 2022; Ha et al., 2011; Mellor et al.,
2020). Whether it be working on lesson plans for their teaching role, watching game film to
prepare for practice, or performing some other administrative duty, much of the work is often
done outside of the school day. Knowles et al. (2020) addressed the rural context and noted that
less experienced teachers and teachers in rural settings were disproportionately tasked with

coaching responsibilities and called for future research to explain these differences.
Summary

In the U.S., nearly one-fifth of the total student population attends rural schools and about
half of the public schools in Kansas are designated with a rural NCES locale code (Showalter et
al., 2025). Rural school counselors must juggle what they know about the positive impacts that a
counseling program aligned with the ASCA National Model can have on student achievement
and the realities of their rural setting. School counselors are uniquely qualified to systematically
address academic, social-emotional, and career needs in a school (ASCA, 2021; Brewington &
Kushner, 2020; Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Wilkerson et al., 2013; Zyromski et al., 2018).
However, because the school counselor’s role is often defined by other groups within the social
structure of the school setting, there are inconsistencies related to their professional identity
(Blake, 2020; Feirsen, 2021). Rural communities have challenges, strengths, and cultures that are

unlike their urban counterparts, and rural school counselors with the ability to work within that
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system can have a positive impact on their students and communities (Crumb et al., 2023; Crumb
et al., 2019; Hines, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014).

A great deal of literature related to the professional school counselor’s role identity
recommends advocating for the position by working to eliminate non-counseling duties
(Astramovich et al., 2013; Blake, 2020; Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Chandler et al., 2018;
Culbreth et al., 2005; Grimes, 2020; Hanna, 2019; Kirsch et al., 2025; Mullen et al., 2019;
Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). However, rural school counselors often do not have the luxury of
wearing only “one hat” (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Crumb et al., 2019; McConnell, 1994;
Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Instead, rural school counselors are
often called upon to use their other skills and sometimes other teacher certifications to serve the
unique needs of their students each year. While some literature exists about educators with dual
roles (Ha et al., 2011; Knowles et al., 2020; Konukman et al., 2010; Mellor et al., 2020; Richards
& Templin, 2012), research has largely overlooked the rural school counselor with other

assigned teaching duties.
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Chapter 3 - Methods

This research study used semi-structured, phenomenological interviews (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018) along with collective case study methodology to analyze across interview
findings for common themes (Stake, 2006; Yin & Campbell, 2018) to explore the lived
experiences of five school counselors who also held other teaching duties in Kansas rural
schools. Following each interview, the transcript was analyzed by first highlighting significant
statements, sentences, and quotes that provided insight into the phenomenon, then by developing
clusters of meaning from those significant statements (Moustakas, 1994). Then, data was
analyzed across the collection of cases to examine the similarities and differences across themes
as they related to the context of each case (Yin & Campbell, 2018). This approach provided
insight into how these counselors managed their school counseling programs, leveraged their
strengths to impact students, navigated ambiguity related to competing role expectations, and
advocated for their professional identity within their school communities.

The preceding chapters presented the rationale for the study and articulated the
conceptual framework of role theory (Biddle, 1986; Kahn et al., 1964) used to organize and
interpret the data in this phenomenological collective case study. Role theory has been applied in
other school counseling research (Amatea & Clark, 2005; Astramovich et al., 2013; Blake, 2020;
Cervoni & DeLucia-Waack, 2011; Culbreth et al., 2005; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021) as well as in
studies examining other educational roles within school settings (Ha et al., 2011; Mayers &
Zepeda, 2002; Zhang et al., 2022). However, it has not previously been used to examine the
experiences of rural school counselors who also hold assigned teaching responsibilities.

This chapter presents the procedures and methods used within this study, which

examined the lived experiences of school counselors who hold other teaching duties in rural
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Kansas schools. It includes information regarding the (a) research questions; (b) rationale for the
phenomenological collective case study design; (¢) data collection procedures; (d) considerations

for ethical assurances; (¢) and methods of processing and analysis.
Research Questions

The overarching question driving this study was: What are the lived experiences for
individuals who are school counselors that have other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools?
To develop a deeper understanding of these experiences, the study was structured around the
following research questions.

1. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools manage
their school counseling program, accounting for the added teaching duties assigned to
them?

2. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools leverage
their strengths to impact students in their community?

3. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools navigate the
ambiguity of their job-related situation?

4. How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools advocate for

their professional identity?
Rationale for the Phenomenological Collective Case Study Design

The research questions and purpose of the study were well suited to a qualitative
approach grounded in a social constructivist perspective, which assumes that meaning is socially
constructed through interaction with a human community (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Mills &
Birks, 2014; Moustakas, 1994). A qualitative design was appropriate because the study sought to

understand how rural school counselors with other teaching duties interpreted and made sense of
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their professional roles, responsibilities, and experiences within their school communities. In-
depth interviews provided rich, detailed accounts of participants’ experiences, perspectives, and
meaning-making processes, which are central to qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Consistent with qualitative research more broadly, this study adopted a holistic approach aimed
at understanding how participants interpreted their experiences, constructed their professional
realities, and attributed meaning to their work within their complex roles (Creswell & Poth,
2018).

A phenomenological approach was used to focus on the lived experiences of school
counselors who also held other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools. Phenomenological
research seeks to describe participants’ experiences as they are lived and perceived, while
identifying the essential structures or “essences” of a shared phenomenon rather than measuring
variables or testing explanations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). This approach
is aligned with the study’s emphasis on understanding how the school counselors experienced
their various role expectations, leveraged their strengths to impact students, navigated role
ambiguity, and advocated for their professional identity in the shared context of being school
counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools.

At the same time, the study employed a collective case study design to account for the
contextual specificity of participants’ experiences. In collective case study research, each case is
examined both individually and as part of a bounded collection of cases that share defining
characteristics (Stake, 2006). In this study, each school counselor constituted a single case, and
the bounded system was defined by the school counselors’ shared context of working in rural
Kansas schools while being assigned other teaching duties. This design allowed for the

examination of both common patterns across cases and meaningful variation shaped by
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differences in school settings, teaching responsibilities, and institutional expectations (Yin &
Campbell, 2018).

The integration of phenomenology and collective case study methods enabled the study
to capture the essence of participants’ lived experiences while also situating those experiences
within their unique school contexts. Examining multiple cases provided insight into how rural
school counselors managed their school counseling programs, leveraged their strengths to impact
students, navigated role ambiguity, and advocated for their professional identity, while also
allowing for cross-case comparison to identify shared themes and contextual influences. Given
that the central research questions focused on how school counselors experienced and responded
to their dual roles, a phenomenological collective case study design was the most appropriate
approach for addressing this study’s purpose.

Data Collection Procedures

The current study focused on the phenomenon of serving as a rural Kansas school
counselor with other assigned teaching duties. Consistent with a collective case study design, the
purpose of this research was not to generalize findings to a broader population, but to develop an
in-depth understanding of a specific, bounded phenomenon, with particular attention to the
uniqueness of each case (Yin & Campbell, 2018). Case study methodology is especially
appropriate when the researcher seeks to understand complex professional roles within real-
world settings (Stake, 1995).

Although there is no prescribed formula for the number of cases to include in a study,
Yin and Campbell (2018) point out that evidence from multiple case studies can be more
compelling and robust than evidence drawn from a single case. In multiple case study designs,

cases are purposefully selected and new cases are added using replication logic allowing for the
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examination of both shared patterns and variations across cases (Yin & Campbell, 2018). To
understand the participants’ lived experiences and apply this learning across multiple cases,
careful consideration was given to the alignment among the research setting, participant
selection, and instrument design.

Research Setting

All participants served as licensed school counselors with other assigned teaching duties
in rural Kansas schools. State mandates, licensure standards, and staffing requirements for school
counselors vary considerably from state to state. Unlike many states that mandate school
counseling positions or require school counselors in all public schools or establish recommended
ratios (Meyer & Bell, 2023), Kansas does not mandate school counselor positions. However,
Kansas maintains licensure requirements for school counselors and offers professional support
through state and national school counseling associations. This combination of regulatory
structure and local flexibility increases the likelihood that school counselors in Kansas,
particularly in smaller districts, may be assigned to other teaching duties.

While school counselors with other teaching duties may also be found in Kansas’ limited
urban areas, rural contexts were especially relevant to this study. Nearly half of Kansas schools
are located in rural areas and approximately two-thirds of those Kansas school districts are
classified as small rural districts (Showalter et al., 2025). Rural schools are more likely to
experience staffing shortages and financial constraints, which often require creative hiring
practices to ensure that students can meet graduation requirements while schools continue to
address academic, social-emotional, and career development needs (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;

Bright, 2020; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Johnson & Harmon, 2025; Showalter et al., 2025).
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The participants in this study worked in non-urban communities with populations below
50,000 and with characteristics consistent with rural educational contexts. Two participants were
employed in schools classified by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) as
Rural:Remote, one participant worked in a Rural:Distant school, one in a Rural:Fringe school,
and one participant worked in a Town:Distant school. Although the latter school carried a town
classification, it served a geographically isolated community and functioned within conditions
comparable to rural districts, including limited staffing capacity and geographic isolation.

Rural Kansas schools provided an appropriate research setting for examining the lived
experiences of school counselors with other teaching duties. Kansas does not mandate the
staffing requirements for school counselors, and many districts across the state are small and
rural. These conditions, along with ongoing staffing and funding challenges, make it more likely
that school counselors in rural areas will take on multiple roles. By including participants from
different types of rural school classifications while focusing on the same professional experience,
this study was able to explore both shared patterns and meaningful differences across cases.

Participants

Purposeful sampling was used to recruit participants to the study who were well-
positioned to provide rich, detailed accounts of the lived experiences of rural Kansas school
counselors with other assigned teaching duties (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Creswell and
Creswell (2018) describe purposeful sampling as the selection of participants, by the researcher,
purposively due to their comprehension of the phenomenon. In this study, each participating
school counselor represented an individual case, with the bounded system defined by their rural

Kansas setting and their role as a licensed school counselor with other assigned teaching duties.
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Although the phenomenon was shared across cases, phenomenological research
encourages diversity of participants to add meaning and depth of understanding (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, participants were recruited from multiple rural school
districts across Kansas that varied in educational structure, including grade levels served, number
of school buildings, and schedules of operation. Participants also differed in their years of
professional experience, types of teaching assignments, and school counseling responsibilities,
allowing the study to capture both common experiences and meaningful differences.

After receiving Kansas State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval on
October 1, 2024 (Appendix A), participants were recruited through approved messages
distributed via the Kansas School Counseling listserv, the Kansas School Counselor Association
(KSCA) newsletter, and the Kansas Counseling Association (KCA) newsletter, and through
referrals from participants and professional contacts. A recruitment letter describing the study
was shared with KSCA and KCA for distribution to their members (Appendix B). A recruitment
flyer was later posted to the Kansas School Counseling listserv to broaden outreach efforts
(Appendix C). Both recruitment documents included a brief description of the study and a link to
a confidential screening survey for individuals interested in participating.

The screening survey (Appendix D) was used to confirm that potential participants met
the inclusion criteria: holding a valid Kansas school counseling license, currently or previously
working in a rural Kansas school, and having served as a school counselor with another teaching
duty in the same school year at some point since the 2021-2022 academic year. Individuals who
met these criteria received an email outlining the study procedures, a research participant consent
form (Appendix E), and an invitation to participate in an interview conducted either in person or

through Zoom recording software.
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Five participants were selected to participate in the study due to their shared
characteristics that bounded their cases—licensed professional school counselors working in rural
Kansas schools with other assigned teaching duties—as well as the qualities that made them
unique. Differences among participants included the grade levels they served, years of school
counseling and teaching experience, subject areas taught, proportion of time allocated to
counseling and teaching roles, and building structures and contexts. Given the in-depth nature of
phenomenological interviews and the use of cross-case analysis, a sample of five participants
was consistent with methodological recommendations for phenomenological and collective case
study research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994; Yin & Campbell, 2018). This
sample size was sufficient to capture participants’ lived experiences while also allowing for the
identification of meaningful patterns related to how school counselors managed their school
counseling programs alongside teaching duties, leveraged their strengths to impact students,
navigated the ambiguity of their job-related situations, and advocated for their professional
identities.

Instruments and Materials

Data were collected primarily through semi-structured, in-depth phenomenological
interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). Semi-structured interviews were
selected so I could use a consistent set of core questions aligned with the research questions,
while also having the flexibility ask follow-up questions as needed to explore the participants’
lived experiences in greater depth (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Following each interview, |
maintained a reflective journal to summarize the case and document emerging insights and
potential follow-up questions, which informed subsequent interviews when relevant (Stake,

2006). A copy of the comprehensive set of interview questions is in Appendix F.
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Consistent with the case study design, multiple sources of data were gathered alongside
the interviews (Stake, 1995, 2006). These data sources included a review of publicly available
websites and social media posts used by participating school counselors to describe their roles
and responsibilities to various audiences, as well as their responses to the confidential screening
survey.

All five participants elected to participate in their interviews via Zoom videoconferencing
software. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed to
support data analysis. Interview durations ranged from approximately 50 to 90 minutes,
excluding the time spent reviewing the informed consent statement and the debriefing statements
following the interviews. Interviews were conducted between December 2, 2024, and February
21, 2025. In all cases, participants completed interviews during the regularly scheduled school
day; however, one interview occurred on a school snow day, and the participant joined from her
home.

To enhance credibility and ensure accuracy, interview transcripts were emailed to
participants for member checking. Participants were invited to review their transcripts and
provide feedback regarding accuracy and consistency with their intended meanings and beliefs

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Considerations for Ethical Assurances

In qualitative research, the interviewer serves as the primary research instrument
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Accordingly, measures were implemented to uphold ethical
standards throughout all phases of the study, including participant recruitment, data collection,

analysis, and reporting.
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Informed Consent

Participants received a complete overview of the study, so they were fully informed of its
purpose and procedures. The informed consent document (Appendix E) detailed the study’s
purpose, data collection procedures including the estimated time commitment, potential risks and
benefits, and measures taken to protect confidentiality. Participation was voluntary, and
participants were informed of their right to decline participation or withdraw from the study at
any time.

Participants were given the chance to obtain more information and answers to questions
related to the study before the interview process in the invitation email, during the interview
process through the use of the consent and debriefing statement, and after the interview with the
follow-up email where they were invited to review the interview transcript. Participants were
provided with the researcher’s contact information, as well as contact information for the major
professor and the Kansas State University IRB Chair should they have any concerns or questions
about the study.

Participant anonymity was protected through the use of pseudonyms. As outlined in the
informed consent, all data collected were treated as confidential. Electronic data were stored in
password-protected electronic files, and physical documents were stored in a locked cabinet
accessible only to the primary researcher. In accordance with IRB guidelines, all study data will
be destroyed five years following the completion of the study.

Trustworthiness

Lincoln et al. (1985) use the terms credibility, transferability, dependability, and

confirmability to describe their criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research. Credibility

relates to the validity of findings in that the researcher checks for accuracy by employing specific
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procedures. To enhance credibility, member checking was employed by emailing interview
transcripts to the participants and inviting them to review the transcripts for accuracy and
consistency with their intended messages (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Participants were given
the option to provide written feedback or request a follow-up meeting with the researcher.

Transferability, or the extent to which findings may be meaningful in other contexts, was
supported through the use of rich, thick description. Detailed contextual accounts of participants’
experiences were provided to allow readers to determine the applicability of the findings to their
own settings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln et al., 1985).

Dependability and confirmability address the consistency of the research process and the
extent to which findings are shaped by the participants rather than researcher bias. Although
qualitative studies are not intended to be replicable, efforts were made to enhance dependability
through clear documentation of data collection and analysis procedures. An audit trail was
maintained to record the analytic process, and technology was used to systematically organize
and manage data to allow for verification throughout the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Confirmability was further supported through triangulation of data, including interview
data, field notes, and several sources of data, which collectively corroborated findings. I applied
reflexivity by making space to clarify my background and biases prior to and throughout the
research process in an effort to understand the phenomenon from the participants’ perspectives

and remain grounded in their lived experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994).
Methods of Processing and Analysis

Qualitative data analysis is an iterative, inductive process of building patterns, categories,
and themes by organizing specific data into abstract units of information (Creswell & Creswell,

2018). In this study, data analysis occurred concurrently with data collection and followed a
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phenomenological approach informed by Moustakas (1994), while also aligning with the broader
case study design.

Each individual case was analyzed first to preserve the integrity of participants’ lived
experiences. Analysis began with a detailed review of interview transcripts, during which I
identified significant statements, sentences, and quotes that provided insight into the
phenomenon. Using line-by-line open coding, I highlighted each significant statement directly
within the Microsoft Word transcript and recorded comments for each coded segment. For every
highlighted statement, three elements were documented within the comment feature: (1) a
descriptive code identifying the topic being addressed, (2) a detailed code that elaborated on the
meaning and context of that topic, and (3) the verbatim excerpt from the transcript.

Following completion of the initial coding cycle, a second round of analysis was
conducted to support the creation of an audit trail. During this phase, I exported all coded
comments from Microsoft Word to an Excel spreadsheet. The spreadsheet served as a data
management and analytic tool, allowing me to systematically review descriptive and detailed
codes alongside their corresponding verbatim excerpts. Each coded segment was then linked to
the relevant interview question(s), ensuring alignment between participant responses and the
study’s interview protocol.

A third analytic review focused on organizing the coded data in relation to the study’s
research questions. I used the Excel spreadsheet as a tool to sort and group the coded interview
data by their descriptive codes, detailed codes, interview question referenced, and the associated
research questions to create clusters of meaning as to how the participants experienced the
phenomenon of being a school counselor with other teaching duties in a rural Kansas school.

Once open coding was completed for an individual interview, [ wrote a complete case report to
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synthesize the findings for that case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This coding cycle and case report
write-up was repeated for the remaining cases.

After analyzing each case using the phenomenological lens, the collection of cases was
analyzed holistically for cross-case synthesis to examine similarities and differences across
themes as they related to the context of each case (Yin & Campbell, 2018). Drawing on the
completed case reports, I compared findings across cases by examining relationships among
categories and identifying themes that emerged across multiple perspectives of the phenomenon
(Stake, 2006; Yazan, 2015). Excel was again used to organize participants’ statements and
illustrative quotations by theme, allowing for systemic comparison across cases.

The cross-case analysis was structured around topical categories presented in the case
reports, including participant background, perceived benefits, challenges, program management
strategies, leveraging strengths to impact students, navigating ambiguity, and advocating for
professional identity. This review allowed me to structure the cross-case analysis in a way that
was meaningful to the reader yet reflected the perspectives of each interview participant and their
unique context.

The Role of the Researcher

In phenomenology, the researcher is responsible for partnering with and communicating
the information provided by the participants as they explore the phenomenon related to their
situation. For the researcher, this means spending time with their own reflections so that we may
become “transparent to ourselves, to allow whatever is before us in consciousness to disclose
itself so that we may see with new eyes in a naive and completely open manner” (Moustakas,

1994, p. 86).
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The researcher’s role is a consideration when determining the overarching research
question for a phenomenological study as it arises from who the researcher is both professionally
and personally with a set of prior experiences that inform their thinking and their personal
interest in the nature of the question (Mills & Birks, 2014). I chose to study the lived experiences
for individuals who are school counselors that have other teaching duties each day in Kansas
rural schools out of a natural curiosity arising from my own experience as a middle school
counselor in a rural community.

I remember thinking that it was my own fault that I was playing the role of both a school
counselor and a math teacher, since I was part of the group that proposed the new and innovative
master schedule that included designated times for student advisory classes and grade level team
meetings. While [ was grateful that we had the autonomy and freedom to propose creative
solutions to benefit the students and believed this was the best school-wide decision for our
students, we were left with one class period without a math teacher. Since I was also a certified
math teacher, I volunteered to teach that class and guaranteed that it would not be a burden on
me or the way I ran my counseling program. That year was full of mixed feelings, there were
times when I felt successful as a teacher and times that I positively impacted students as a
counselor, but I remember wondering if [ was performing at full capacity in either of my roles.
However, since [ was aware of the ASCA National Model and the list of non-counseling duties, I
did not reach out to my fellow counselors to ask how to handle this phenomenon. Although I
wondered how other school counselors in rural communities with other assigned teaching duties
navigated their world, I was embarrassed to inquire since I was not the full and appropriate

definition of a “school counselor” and I sure was not a “teacher” because I only had the one class
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period of students each day and not the same grueling schedule as did the other teachers in the
school.

My experience with this research topic was advantageous in that I was able to bring my
authentic self to each interview, creating an easy conversation. As a former rural school
counselor who also held teaching responsibilities, I brought an informed lens to understanding
the nuances of participants’ experiences. Because I had personally navigated the dual
expectations of school counseling and teaching within a rural context, I was able to build rapport
with participants and ask meaningful follow-up questions that supported deeper dialogue. My
familiarity with the ASCA National Model and the structural realities of rural school systems
also allowed me to situate participants’ experiences within broader professional expectations for
school counselors.

Throughout the research process, I engaged in reflective journaling to manage potential
biases and maintain awareness of my positionality. I also followed the guidance of role theory as
a theoretical framework, adhered to ethical data collection procedures, employed structured data
analysis processes, and used rich, thick descriptions to report findings that meaningfully reflect
the participants’ perspective. This approach provided insight into the lived experiences of
individuals who were school counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools and
illuminated how these counselors managed their school counseling programs, leveraged their
strengths to impact students, navigated ambiguity related to competing role expectations, and

advocated for their professional identity within their school communities.
Summary

This chapter described the methods used to examine the lived experiences of individuals

who are school counselors who also held other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools. It
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outlined the study’s phenomenological collective case study design, the research questions and
theoretical grounding in role theory. This chapter also explained the research setting, participant
selection, data collection methods, ethical assurances, and steps taken to ensure trustworthiness.
In addition, it provided a clear description of the data analysis process, including the
phenomenological analysis process for the individual cases and the cross-case synthesis, used to
identify patterns and themes across participants’ experiences. Together, these methods
established the rigor of the study and prepared the foundation for the presentation of findings.
The following chapter presents the results of the analysis, highlighting the themes that describe
how rural Kansas school counselors with other teaching duties manage their programs, leverage
their strengths to impact students, navigate role ambiguity, and advocate for their professional

identity.
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Chapter 4 - Results

Rural school counselors with other teaching duties face multiple challenges and
experience benefits related to their job-related situation and rurality. School counselors are
responsible for program management, but in each case, the school counselors must account for
the added teaching duties assigned to them. Evidence suggests that students who have access to a
school counselor are more likely to go on to college and less likely to drop out of school (Carey
& Dimmitt, 2012; Hanna, 2019; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). While rural school counselors
are more often asked to wear many hats and serve as generalists when compared to their urban
counterparts, they have also been known to take advantage of the freedom afforded to them to
design counseling programs that leverage both their strengths and the community’s assets to
positively impact students (Morrissette, 2000). The dual roles experienced by each interviewee
introduce some ambiguity to their job-related situation. The school counselor may struggle to
define their professional identity when they are placed in situations where they are serving as
both a school counselor and a teacher.

The purpose of this phenomenological collective case study with school counselors who
hold other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools is to explore how they overcome challenges
and leverage their assets to manage their school counseling program, positively impact student
outcomes, navigate the ambiguity of their job-related situation, and advocate for their
professional identity.

Presentation of Data

In this chapter, I present a full case report for each of the five participants. In the case
reports, I provide a brief introduction to the case then explore the participants’ perspective

regarding the benefits and challenges of serving as school counselors with other teaching duties.
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I discuss how they manage their school counseling program, accounting for the added teaching
duties assigned to them, and how they leverage their strengths and mitigate rural-specific and
job-related challenges to impact students in their community. I discuss how the participants
perceived their role as both a school counselor and a teacher in the building and dealt with
ambiguity and role-conflict. Finally, I discuss how the participants defined their role and
advocated for their professional identity. After the case reports, I provide the cross-case analysis
and describe the themes that emerged and were common across all cases.

Case 1 — Colleen

Colleen has worked in education for over 20 years. In the early part of her career, she
taught elementary school. After taking a few years off from teaching, she earned a master’s
degree in school counseling. Once her children reached school age, Colleen accepted a position
as a high school counselor (grades 9-12) in a semi-rural school district situated near an urban
area. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, n.d.-b), her high school is
classified as “Rural:Fringe.”

In addition to her school counseling responsibilities, Colleen took on the role of
coordinator for the school district’s dual credit programming. She explained, “I am responsible
for building that program to provide students with opportunities to get college credit.” As part of
this program, she earned a second master’s degree and now teaches a college-level public
speaking class at the high school that focuses on leadership development. She said, “[The
leadership course] was just something that I knew we needed and that it was of interest. And so
that’s how I got into teaching this class.”

Colleen works in a small town with a population of fewer than 500 residents. However,

her district draws students from surrounding areas, with a high school population of about 1,000
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students. The high school has four school counselors, and Colleen is responsible for a quarter of
the students, based on the alphabetical breakdown of last names.
Benefits

Teaching the leadership development course while also serving as a school counselor has
had direct benefits for the students. By teaching the leadership course, she can directly share
counseling resources and college readiness opportunities with students. For instance, Colleen
mentioned that, through her role as a school counselor, she is privy to several opportunities (e.g.,
leadership competitions, field trips) and resources (e.g., CliftonStrengths Assessment) for the
student body and she ensures that the students in her class receive those opportunities and
resources as a part of their curriculum. Another benefit of this dual role is that it enhances her
ability to build positive relationships with students outside of the therapeutic counseling
relationship.

I think it’s been the rapport building, meeting kids, working with kids at a different place

in a counselor role would be, and really truly working on that college and career

readiness piece for them, that’s where I see this benefit.

Colleen highlighted the school’s culture and location that contributed to her success in
this role. She noted the autonomy she has, which enables her to use her strengths and try new
things with her class content to meet the students’ needs, sharing, “[The principal] just lets me go
with it... if [ bring an idea to him.” The convenience of working in a rural community located
close to urban amenities has also benefited her role as a teacher and a school counselor.
Arranging field trips, volunteer activities, and bringing in presenters are all manageable due to

her school’s location. Because she was given the autonomy to get certified and teach the
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leadership development course, Colleen mentioned that she could eventually retire as a school
counselor but keep this teaching duty — adding to her longevity as an educator.
Challenges

Despite the benefits, Colleen identified some challenges with the dual role. The most
significant is availability. Colleen noted that, because of the scheduled teaching block, she was
not always available to handle school counseling situations. She explained, “There have been
times where I’ve been heading out of the office and going to the classroom, and somebody’s
come in in a crisis situation and I’ve had to pass them off to another counselor.”
Managing the School Counseling Program

When asked about how she manages her school counseling program, accounting for the
other teaching duty, Collen described how she was able to influence the master schedule to offer
the course at the end of the day so she could work in blocks of time as a school counselor and
then as a teacher. This influence extends, somewhat, to the class roster as well.

I try to recruit kids who are in some leadership roles, presidents of Student Council,

whatever, kids who think they want to do something in a leadership world. But then I also

have pulled in some kids that really aren’t that, because that’s a thing that this class

emphasizes, is that anybody can be a leader.
She attributed her ability to influence the schedule to the strong working relationship she has
established with the school principal.

To mitigate the challenge of delivering school counseling services with limited time in
the day due to teaching duties, Colleen referred to her partnerships with the school counseling
team members and the high school teachers. She mentioned that the school counseling team

works well together and although everyone has a caseload of students, if one of her students
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visits the counseling office while she is teaching, “[another counselor] will work with [the
student], then they will let me know what is going on, talk to me about what’s needed.” The
counseling team also partners with classroom teachers to ensure every student develops and
maintains an individual plan of study, which schools are required to have on record for every 8"
through 12 grade student in Kansas. While the school counseling team provides the structure
and resources, the classroom teachers are each assigned to meet with a group of students twice a
year and update their individual plan of study. This shift of responsibility for this activity from
the school counselors to the teachers has freed up time for the school counselors to focus on
more student needs related to social-emotional and mental health.

Colleen mentioned that her leadership development class actually helps make more
efficient use of the school counselors’ time since much of the curriculum for the class aligns with
the school counseling competencies. Therefore, she noted that much of the time her class
resembles small group counseling. She shared, “Even in a counseling role, I have to do those
things individually, one-on-one when troubleshooting some of the academic stuff with kids. But
it’s nice when you’re teaching a class that you can actually build it into the class.”

When discussing how the added teaching duty impacts her ability to deliver a
comprehensive school counseling program, Colleen noted that it is the administrative tasks like
keeping the website up-to-date, scheduling college visits and other events, and program
advocacy activities that tend to suffer.

While her leadership development course resembles small group counseling where her
students receive some Tier 2 academic and career planning support, Colleen noted, however, that

most of the school counseling team’s direct contact with students was through brief, individual
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counseling sessions. When asked if the team collaborated to deliver small group counseling, she
explained:
There have been some times where we’ve had a lot of drama amongst, say, the freshmen
girls... So, we’ve decided, oh, I think we’ll do a group on that and give it a whirl. It
doesn’t always work out, but we gave it our best shot.
She went on to note that when this happens in one grade level, forming small counseling groups
is challenging. As a teacher she was conscious of honoring class time, she shared, “You don’t
want to pull people out of class time.” Although classroom lessons are not delivered on a fixed
schedule, the counseling team collaborates with teachers to ensure their lessons align with
academic content and school counseling standards.
Leveraging Strengths to Impact Students
Colleen sees her leadership course as a way to offer valuable support to students, even
though it is not a traditional counseling duty. She explained:
Ideally, you’d like to have non-counseling duties taken away, but there are things that I
feel I'm obligated to provide for the community because of my expertise that’s not
necessarily a counseling duty, and teaching this leadership class is one of those.
Access to an effective comprehensive school counseling program has shown to impact student’s
postsecondary success (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Hanna, 2019; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014).
Although only a portion of students take her course, she believes the skills they gain, such as
interpreting college syllabi, using online platforms, and communicating professionally, help
them succeed in postsecondary education.
One of her most impactful efforts occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, when two

students were not academically challenged by remote learning. Colleen encouraged them to take
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full-time college coursework through a local community college, “And so both girls did... And
so they both graduated [high school] with their associate’s degree.” This example illustrates how
Colleen used creativity and her knowledge of the students’ needs to support their academic
growth.

Navigating Ambiguity

School counselors with dual relationships must navigate some ambiguity where the line
between school counselor and teacher is blurred (Culbreth et al., 2005). Although Colleen’s class
roster is primarily high-achieving older high school students, there have been times when
students’ classroom behavior and her response threatened to harm the counseling the
relationship. She shared a story where a classroom management approach, rooted in her teaching
background, led to a negative interaction with a student.

So, first of all, as an elementary teacher, proximity is one of the key techniques that I

have always used. So that definitely was a conflict between counselor/teacher. That was

not a good experience. Because she was a girl that I liked. She was a girl I had recruited
to be in this class. And after that incident, she wanted to drop the class. We went to the
principal and of course he didn’t know the circumstance, so he was like, ‘Well, yeah, let
her.” I'm like, ‘No, I’'m not letting you drop the class.” This is a time where you have got
to learn how to work through a conflict.

Colleen offered some insight on how she navigates the ambiguity of serving as both a
teacher and a school counselor. She stressed the importance of being well organized saying,
“That is the beauty of the class I teach. It’s all pretty well laid out with your syllabus and
everything. If you don’t have that set up, it’s going to be a challenge.” She shared that along with

being well organized, a counselor with dual roles needs structured plans and the ability to stay
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focused on the task at hand. She described this saying, “You can’t have your feet in both worlds
during that timeframe.” She also emphasized that building strong relationships is key to
navigating the complexity of the work. She explained, “Building relationships has been the thing
that’s been consistent in my role as a counselor from day one. And that’s what has allowed me to
be able to do what I’'m doing and teach the class I’'m teaching.”

Advocating for Professional Identity

School counselors are encouraged to advocate for their role (Bright, 2020; Carey &
Dimmitt, 2012; Frank et al., 2025; Kearney et al., 2021; Mullen et al., 2019). When talking to
staff, parents, and community members about her role, Colleen explains that she is supporting
students in the three counseling domains — social-emotional, academic, and career. She views her
leadership development class as an extension of her role as a school counselor. She pointed out
that there are counseling competencies specifically focused on leadership and goal setting, which
align well with her course content. Admittedly, advocacy is an area where Colleen said the
counseling team could improve. She shared, “I think the one area that we need to do better is just
getting the word out. Because I still think there’s too many people out there who just think we
handle schedule changes and that’s it.”

When reflecting on her professional identity, Colleen described herself as a teacher first
and a school counselor second. She believes that a teaching background is valuable for effective
school counseling but worries about the future of the profession:

I’m still a firm believer that the best school counselors were school teachers, but I’'m also

worried about the school counseling profession in the future, just because I knew what it

was like when we’ve had openings and finding the right person to come into the position.
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Summary

Throughout her interview, Colleen consistently referenced components of the ASCA
National Model and the student competencies it promotes (ASCA, 2025). She explained how her
school counseling team shared responsibilities to ensure students received essential services and
resources. However, rural-specific factors shaped how services were delivered, such as the
responsibility she felt toward her school’s community and how certain tasks were assigned or
shared (e.g., classroom lessons, counseling and administrative tasks) (McConnell, 1994; Mullen
et al., 2019). While research shows that school counselors with several non-counseling duties
experience role conflict and tend to show less job satisfaction (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;
Cinotti, 2014; Fye et al., 2022), Colleen expressed satisfaction with her current arrangement. Her
only concern was not having the time to keep up with administrative aspects of the counseling
program, such as updating the website, planning events, and conducting advocacy activities.

Colleen took on the role of dual-credit coordinator when she first began as a school
counselor. This included recruiting students and organizing staff to support dual-enrollment
courses. Naturally, when she earned her degree in public-speaking and leadership, she wanted
her students to benefit from this knowledge. While Astramovich et al. (2013) caution that role
diffusion can occur when counselors take on duties that others could perform, Colleen believed
that she was uniquely qualified for this teaching role and felt compelled to share her expertise.
Her principal supported this addition, and the students gained valuable college-readiness skills as
a result. Colleen's experience reflects research suggesting that rural schools often give counselors
the autonomy to design programs tailored to their students (Morrissette, 2000). This autonomy,
however, can also mean that school counselors must advocate for themselves and define their

own roles. Colleen could, for example, consider training another teacher to take over the
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leadership course. Doing this could allow her to apply her leadership knowledge directly to
school counseling activities, making the argument that aligning her responsibilities more closely
with ASCA standards could further strengthen her program.

Relationships were a clear priority for Colleen. She emphasized the value of strong
partnerships with the principal, counseling team, teaching staff, and members of the wider
community. Teaching the leadership class helped her build rapport with more students and
deepen connections across the school. These relationships also led to creative opportunities for
students, including creative solutions to help them reach their goals. Colleen explained that
teaching gave her access to resources and tools that benefited her entire caseload, helping her
meet students’ academic and personal needs.

Colleen was proud of her students, the school counseling team, and her role in the school.
She attributed her ability to effectively teach a class while serving as a school counselor to a
combination of organization, role clarity, strong relationships, and administrative support.
Colleen stressed the importance of planning lessons so she could shift quickly from being a
school counselor to a teacher. She also emphasized the importance of clearly communicating
which role she was operating in at any given time, to protect the trust and connection she builds
with the students. Her administrators supported her efforts, and she believed they had confidence
in her ability to manage both roles. School counselors in rural communities have created
lifestyles that embrace leadership roles within the school (Wimberly & Brickman, 2014), and
Colleen is an example of a school counselor who thrives under this professional identity.

Case 2 — Brooke

Brooke has worked in education for over 20 years. She began her career as a high school

English teacher and taught that subject in several schools of various sizes throughout Kansas.
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While teaching, she earned her master’s degree in school counseling. About 16 years ago, she
took a position as a 7-12" grade school counselor and high school journalism teacher (Yearbook)
in a rural school district in Kansas.

In addition to serving as the only school counselor in her junior/senior high school,
Brooke teaches the Yearbook class one hour per day and is the online dual credit facilitator
where her office, which is also her classroom, is the place students go during their online dual
credit hour. She is the teacher of record for those courses, so she is responsible for assigning
grades.

Brooke’s school district is one of nine school districts in the county. It consists of one
elementary school (K-6" grade) and one junior/senior high school (7"-12" grade). The high
school has about 75 students and the town where the schools are located has a population of just
over 1,000 people. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, n.d.-b), the
schools are classified as “Rural;Distant.” Brooke described her rural community as a tight knit
community, where everyone knows each other. It was also clear that the expectation in the
school is that everyone pitches in whenever and wherever possible. Like other faculty members,
Brooke’s kids also attend her school. Brooke’s situation is very characteristic of the qualities
researchers have ascribed to rural educators — residing in a tight knit community, being highly
visible in the community, pitching in where needed, and being the only school counselor (Bright,
2020; Morrissette, 2000).

Benefits

Brooke shared several benefits to serving as a school counselor with other teaching duties

in her rural school related to added insight about students, enriched relationships, and community

support. As is often the case in a rural school setting, where students attend school alongside

60



other kids from kindergarten through graduation (Wimberly & Brickman, 2014), Brooke noted
her familiarity with the kids.

You know what’s going on behind closed doors a lot of times and especially with my

kids being in those classes and actually having my kids be in the houses of some of my

students, they’re kind of able to know a lot of times what’s going on.
With Brooke’s office also serving as her classroom, students are in the room throughout the day.
She viewed this as a benefit for her situation sharing, “I actually love having the classes in here.
It lets me get to know the kids so much better.” She explained that the students feel comfortable
in her room and talk more freely around her. At times she might overhear students talking and
can intervene with a situation before it becomes a crisis.

Her connection with the Yearbook students extends beyond the school year since they
sell advertising spots all summer and earn a trip together as an incentive. She noted the
community support that is evident in the way businesses buy advertising and support the
Yearbook. This support spills over into her school counseling work because she is in constant
communication with parents whether it be asking for photos to add to the yearbook or informing
them about general academic-related information.

Brooke also mentioned that having a teaching duty has helped earn the respect of the
other teachers as they tend to see her as one of them instead of part of the administrative team or
other support staff.

I feel like it puts me more on an equal footing with [the teachers]. They don’t see me in

my office drinking coffee all day. Anytime they come in I have a classroom full of kids...

I feel like they see me working just as hard as they are.
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Challenges

Some of the perceived benefits of maintaining dual roles can also pose their own
challenges. For instance, while she appreciated having a busy classroom all day, Brooke
mentioned, “It’s not quiet, it’s not a confidential classroom.” Therefore, when she needs to seek
out a student to talk, she often leaves behind a classroom of students to pull the individual
student out of their classroom, after which they have to find a place in the building that is private
so they can talk. She shared, “Sometimes I feel like it’s maybe a disadvantage because I don’t
get to have counseling time with the kids, the individual counseling that I would like.”

Although being highly visible in the rural community can have its advantages related to
gaining community support for new initiatives (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Wimberly & Brickman,
2014), when conflict arises, the school counselor is still just as visible. Brooke provided some
brief examples of instances where her visibility in the community posed a challenge:

In the past, there have been families who give me a stink eye because of a disciplinary

action that has had to have taken place, whether or not I was the actual disciplinarian.

Some kids, if they didn’t get the scholarship that their parents thought they should have

gotten, whether they applied for it or not, so there’s always that.
Managing the School Counseling Program

Brooke described the components of her 7-12 school counseling program. Many of the
classroom guidance opportunities are incorporated into the master schedule. The final class
period of the day serves as a study hall/advisory period for the 7" and 8" grade students. She
explained that each junior high student receives classroom guidance lessons every other week
during that time primarily focused on social-emotional learning objectives. She shared, “So, I

have that option with the junior high and I love it because it really lets me get to know those
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junior high kids as they come into my building.” This year Brooke worked with the
administration to schedule a short (26 minute) class period in the master schedule dedicated to
providing high school students with tiered academic support. The seniors come to her room
during that time where they use the time to do postsecondary planning (e.g., complete the
FAFSA, apply for scholarships, explore colleges, plan graduation activities). Although the
freshman through junior aged students do not get the regular classroom guidance lessons, she
shared that she does pull each of those students in every spring for an individual session where
they plan classes for the next year and touches base with each student about their goals and needs
for the future.

Since her office is also her classroom and her schedule is full of direct contact time with
students, providing individual planning and support to students is the biggest challenge. When
she needs to speak to students individually, she either sends the students in her room to the
library or leaves the room and seeks out another, more private area of the school. The same issue
arises when she is absent for the day. Since a substitute is not hired to replace her, her students
usually go to the library or another teacher’s room for their class period with her.

Brooke expressed that she was satisfied and did not wish to change her role as a school
counselor with a teaching duty. She mentioned that if she were to change anything about her
current situation, she would eliminate the times when she must do discipline outside her
classroom. She observed that this confuses the students sharing, “Because a lot of times if [ pull
a kid in, they’ll have that deer in a headlight look like, ‘What did I do wrong?””

As in many rural schools, Brooke’s school district suffers from extreme budget
constraints, which makes staffing a challenge (Belansky et al., 2024; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016;

Grimes et al., 2019; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). She shared, “I feel like the administration is
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trying to bare bones us and cut us down more and more, which makes scheduling courses for our
kiddos [nearly] impossible.” She mentioned that as a school counselor, she understands how
these budgeting decisions impact staffing, which impacts scheduling decisions. It is challenging
to communicate to teachers that their request to have their classes at certain times of the day will
either not work or is not what is best for the students. As Gagnon and Mattingly (2016)
indicated, budgetary concerns leave administrators in rural communities with tough decisions as
to how to save money, while some may choose to increase class sizes, others may trim their staff,
often shedding positions such as school counseling positions. Brooke seems to understand this
situation and works hard to perform essential duties in the school.

Leveraging Strengths to Impact Students

Often in rural communities, school counselors and other school personnel must wear
several hats (Chandler et al., 2018; Grimes, 2020; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Brooke is a
school counselor, teacher, and also a mom of high school students. She describes the “one-on-
one relationships” she has with all the kids as a strength that she can leverage to positively
impact students.

So, probably my relationship, I would say with the kids and anytime they have free time,

or they don’t feel good, or they’re not doing something in class, they want to come down

to this office. So, I feel like that is a strength.

Wimberly et al. (2014) asserted that school counselors in rural schools are uniquely
positioned to have a positive impact on the region educationally, economically, and socially
through taking on leadership roles in the school. The postsecondary preparation and range of
dual credit courses students in Brooke’s school are exposed to are examples of how her

leadership in such initiatives has had a positive impact on the students. She shared, “All of my
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seniors graduate with at least 21 hours of general education classes under their belt.” She shared
that it brings her joy to help kids figure out what they want to do and help kids win scholarships,
“I love the awards night that we have at the end of the school year when I’m able to hand out all
the scholarships to my seniors and they can see all their hard work that’s literally paid off.”
Navigating Ambiguity

Dealing with the ambiguity associated with being both a school counselor and a teacher
was less of a problem for Brooke than the issues she had with having to perform the duties of an
administrator. She mentioned, “The older I get, the less of a disciplinarian I think I feel like I
want to be.” This is especially the case for discipline issues that arise outside her classroom. She
noted that her Yearbook students are editors and therefore hand-picked based on their ability to
handle the responsibilities and the dual credit students want to be there and know the credits
transfer to their college transcript. Additionally, she mentioned that she is uniquely positioned to
intervene early with struggling students, so they do not fall behind.

When asked what advice she would give to a new school counselor who may work in a
rural school district and/or serve as both a school counselor and a teacher, Brooke suggested they
prioritize relationships, set boundaries early, and communicate their schedule. Whether she is
doing a classroom lesson, teaching her daily classes, or doing individual planning, she noted that
the “relationship with the kid, with each student is just the core to this job.” To preserve those
relationships, Brooke advised that it is important to set boundaries early with administrators.

Learn how to say no. Just have a backbone and learn how to say no, because they will try.

I’m fortunate because before I had classes scheduled all throughout my day, I would be

asked to sub in a classroom, which on occasion I did not mind at all because then I could

get into the classroom and find that pulse again. But I can foresee some administrators
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taking advantage of that, having them sub too much, just wearing too many different hats,

tons of different things.

In the same way, she noted that it is easier for administrators to take advantage of staff members
if they feel like the staff members have time to give. Therefore, Brooke noted that it is important
to communicate your schedule and let other staff members know you are busy and working just
as hard as them.

Advocating for Professional Identity

Brooke defined her professional identity by describing the positive student outcomes and
the work she has done to contribute to those outcomes. Whether in her role as a teacher or a
school counselor, she wanted to be known as an advocate for the students. She emphasized that
her program is known for providing strong postsecondary support. She shared, “Every one of my
seniors’ parents knows exactly who I am because I send out probably on average two to five
emails a day on scholarships, application reminders, FAFSA, all that kind of stuff.” She is doing
a similar amount of communication with families and business owners through the Yearbook
class.

Being the only school counselor in the only high school in a rural school district can
make one feel isolated (Fears et al., 2023). Brooke was aware of the potential to feel
disconnected, so about eight years ago she organized a network of rural school counselors in her
region to meet regularly throughout the year. They share a Google document with resources and
opportunities to ask and respond to questions. She shared, “We are on each other’s speed dials”
to serve as resources and keep up on school counseling trends and statewide changes. Brooke

noted, “I am an island, but I have a lot of resources available.”
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Summary

Brooke plays a central role in creating a strong college-going culture within her rural high
school, enabled by her influence over the master schedule. By working with administration to
carve out a dedicated class period where she can maintain a connection with the seniors, she
ensures that all students have structured time each day to focus on postsecondary planning
activities such as completing the FAFSA, applying for scholarships, and preparing for college
enrollment. Additionally, dual credit students spend their dedicated class period in Brooke’s
room, allowing her to monitor their progress closely and support them as they work toward
college credits before graduation. Wimberly and Brickman (2014) noted that due to lack of
resources, school counselors in rural areas often fulfill more professional duties than their
counterparts in urban schools. Brooke’s high school has a teaching staff of fewer than 15
individuals. Therefore, to maintain the college-going culture and provide the means for students
to take dual credit courses, Brooke offered to lead this initiative rather than add to another staff
member’s workload. Brooke’s ingenuity has opened doors for students to have opportunities
similar to their urban counterparts. However, Brooke noted that the new initiatives she has
adopted over the years have resulted in having less time and space available to meet with
students privately for one-on-one counseling.

A school counselor, who is mindful of the rural environment, may take on a leadership
role to have a positive impact on the region (Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Brooke fully
embraced her leadership role within her school, in the broader community, and with other rural
school counseling peers in the region. She used her systemic understanding of how local,
regional, statewide decisions and policies affect students and advocated on their behalf to

provide relevant services. She valued clear communication and assertiveness with colleagues and
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administrators to maintain the integrity of her role as a school counselor. For example, she
actively worked to ensure that the principal handled disciplinary matters so she could preserve
her relationship with students and remain focused on their academic, social-emotional, and
postsecondary needs. Similar to what research suggests about effective rural school counselors,
Brooke is deeply engaged with the community and actively pursues networking opportunities to
maintain her connection to the field (Boulden et al., 2022; Morrissette, 2000; Sutton & Pearson,
2002). For example, Brooke frequently reaches out to parents and local business owners, whether
it is to gather yearbook materials or share scholarship opportunities. Additionally, she reached
out to her peers to organize regional school counselor meetings to share resources and keep up
on current trends in school counseling and the Kansas educational environment.

Brooke leveraged strong relationships to navigate the role conflicts and ambiguity that
comes with being a school counselor, teacher, and parent within the same school community.
Her personal connections with students, which start with regular classroom lessons at the junior
high level, help her manage overlapping responsibilities and maintain trust, even when switching
between roles. As a mom of students in the building, she is even more attuned to the lived
realities of her school community and uses that insight to relate to students and families. This
reflects what McConnell (1994) indicated over thirty years ago, that rural school counselors are
similar in that they are “involved in a little bit of everything and know a little bit about everyone”
(p. 121). These relationships not only help her anticipate student needs and intervene early but

also soften the tensions that can arise from wearing multiple hats in a small, rural setting.
Case 3 — Phyllis

Phyllis worked in education for over 20 years but is fairly new to the role of school

counselor. She was originally licensed to teach science, but due to a lack of science teaching
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positions in her area, she accepted a full-time high school math teaching position in a small rural
high school in Kansas which served about 100 high school students. Although Phyllis had
considered earning a degree in school counseling earlier, she chose to wait until her kids were
older. When the school counselor at her school announced plans to retire, Phyllis enrolled in
coursework to earn her school counseling degree. After completing her coursework, she
transitioned into the role of school counselor for grades 7-12. However, because the school could
not find a replacement to teach two periods of math, she continued teaching math while also
serving as the school counselor.

Before Phyllis stepped into the counseling role, the school experienced two tragic deaths
by suicide of a teacher and later a student. Shortly after, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the
2020-2021 school year. During Phyllis’s first year in her dual role, the district also experienced
major administrative turnover. Under new leadership, Phyllis served as a 7-12 school counselor,
a math teacher for two periods per day, and a supervisor for students taking online dual-credit
courses for three periods of the day. She reflected on that experience:

When I went into the program with the previous superintendent, we talked about my

vision for [the school counseling program], and then he left and then the principal left and

bam, bam, bam, bam, and all that went out the door.
Phyllis resigned from her position after one year when she was asked to add elementary-level
counseling lessons during the specials rotation to her already full workload. She later accepted a
school counselor position in another rural community nearby, where she was employed at the
time of the interview. In her interview, she spoke mostly about her current position, but she also

shared reflections from her first school counseling role, offering a comparative perspective.
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Phyllis’s current school district is one of two school districts in the county. Her district
includes one elementary school (grades K-5) and one junior/senior high school (grades 6-12).
The town’s population is just over 500 and the total K-12 enrollment is about 90 students.
According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, n.d.-b), the district is
classified as “Rural:Remote.” In addition to serving as district’s only school counselor, Phyllis
teaches one elective class on leadership where she has 6" grade students two days per week and
7% grade students the other two days. Phyllis’s district runs on a 4-day a week schedule
(Monday-Thursday). Although the original plan was for Phyllis to focus solely on school
counseling, scheduling limitations led to the addition of the leadership class. Phyllis explained, “I
was supposed to just be full-time counseling with push-in lessons at all the different grades, but
rural school. And when it comes down to scheduling and there is no place to put them.”

Benefits

Phyllis appreciated the opportunity to rebuild a counseling program after the school
district had gone without one for seven years. She described the teachers’ support and openness,
“[The teachers] have been really understanding and just grateful for anything that I can
contribute because they haven’t had anybody there.” While rural school counselors often have to
advocate for and explain their role (Bright, 2020), Phyllis viewed this responsibility as a positive
challenge.

Her background in teaching has been a valuable asset. She explained that it helped her
relate to teachers, understand their schedules, and navigate the school environment. Phyllis
shared, “I think it’s good to have that perspective. It makes me very flexible about trying to work
around schedules and what’s convenient for them. And so I know they appreciate that.”

Additionally, her teaching experience has helped her serve as a mediator between students and
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staff. She can offer teachers’ perspectives to students and advocate for students when they are
struggling. As she put it, “Being able to bridge those two sides of it, I think, is definitely
beneficial.”

Challenges

Phyllis found it challenging to transition from teacher to counselor, particularly when it
came to confidentiality. While teaching, she was used to openly sharing information with
colleagues to support students. As a counselor, however, she had to keep certain information
private, which required a shift in mindset.

In her current role, teachers understand that she cannot share everything. However, the
more significant challenge has been educating the school community and students about the
school counselor’s role. Phyllis shared her struggle with balancing roles, “Now it’s like, ‘Now
who are you? Are you really here to be my counselor? Are you really here to be my teacher?’”
She also noted the difficulty of moving from working primarily with high school students to now
supporting students from kindergarten through 12" grade. She mentioned that students in middle
school react to corrections differently than her high school students. She admitted, “I’m not a
middle school person, it takes a special breed of person to be a middle school person.”

Managing the School Counseling Program

Between her interview and the start of the school year, Phyllis’s responsibilities shifted to
include the 6"/7" leadership class. Although she had limited experience with younger students,
she adapted by incorporating counseling competencies into her class.

In [the leadership class] we also work on their individual plans of study and do all of our

social-emotional employee skills lessons. I have a lot of counseling time with them, and

they also have to do leadership research and projects, and stuff built into that as well.
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She also alternates weekly between classroom lessons for K-5 students and small group meetings
with 8th-grade students. To reflect a comprehensive school counseling program, Phyllis chose to
alternate weeks where she does classroom lessons with K-5" grade students one week and meets
with 8"-12" grade students during their personalized learning time (a 30-minute period during
the day where students can meet with teachers or work on homework) the other week.

Along with preparing lessons for her daily leadership class, Phyllis noted that she is also
preparing new lessons from scratch for the other grade levels as well. She shared, “This first
year has just been trying to figure that out. How do I even keep things filed from K all the way
through 12 grade? I feel like I have piles everywhere.” In addition, her office also doubles as
her classroom. She noted, “That was a challenge, figuring out how to set up a full classroom with
an elementary area, middle school, and a high school area.” Despite these challenges, she was
excited to create a comprehensive school counseling program. Still, she was frustrated by the
limited time she had for college and career planning with her high school students.

I just feel like I’'m being wasted. I love my time with the elementary kids. I love those

push-ins because they love me and want to see me, but [they] are wasting where my gifts

and talents are to benefit these upper-level kids.
Leveraging Strengths to Impact Students

Phyllis emphasized that helping students and building long-term relationships are the
most rewarding parts of her work. While rural students often have fewer academic resources than
their urban peers (Grimes, 2020; Johnson & Harmon, 2025; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014),
Phyllis believes they still receive a “phenomenal education.” She cited high-quality teachers,
strong community support, and educational continuity as key contributors. Phyillis explained

how the benefits of being in a small town outweighed the disadvantages and shared that small
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communities “have the attitude of it takes a village... [the students] have a loving, forgiving
community... and has always been there to support them.” Kids in rural communities tend to
grow up together (Sutton & Pearson, 2002), In Phyllis’s experience, the teachers can have more
of an impact on the students since they know the students well and can personalize their learning.
She noted, “When I taught math, I had most of those kids at least two years. Some of them I had
all four years. They were mine.”

When asked how their rurality affects her ability to impact students, Phyllis noted that
while there is a great deal of community support, “The mental health resources are very lacking.”
She shared that the closest community with accessible mental health services is an hour away,
and more comprehensive care requires a two-and-a-half-hour drive. Phyllis shared that their
community is supported by a behavioral health partner, but just like in the schools, lack of
funding leads to staff turnover. Additionally, the local hospital has a nurse practitioner who is a
licensed mental health practitioner and could provide resources, but Phyllis explained, “Then
again, you have the dual relationship since this individual also has kids in the school.”

Phyllis mentioned that rural pride continues to make it difficult to promote mental health
activities.

Just the pride of rural people taking care of themselves. We take care of our own. We’ll

take any kind of help as far as if there’s a tragedy or a fire or whatever and your

community is immediately there to have a dinner or have a raffle or raise funds to support
your family and to bring food and do those kinds of things. But as far as sharing any kind
of mental struggle, that’s things people want to keep private.

Phyllis reported that she was pleased to be a part of a county coalition working to get programs

out there to combat the rural mental health stigma that are common to rural communities. In her
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community this stigma still exists even after the recent deaths by suicide that shook the county’s
residents.
Navigating Ambiguity

When asked to describe a time when she may have felt conflicted between her role as a
teacher and her role as a school counselor, Phyllis replied, “Honestly, probably my biggest is not
so much the conflict with the kids, but the conflict of also being friends with the parents.” Since
her children also attended school where she first served as a school counselor, the parents of the
students she served were also her friend group. She described the move from having the
expectation of open communication with other parents to making the commitment to honor the
students’ confidentiality as a primary challenge to transitioning to the school counselor role.

She also expressed concern about maintaining consistency in her relationships with
students across grade levels. As students move from one stage to another, their view of her role
may shift. She explained:

What worries me is once I’m not having to see [the middle school students] everyday and

they become high school kids and I’'m only seeing them once every other week, am |

going to be able to build that trust in that relationship down the road?

Phyllis mentioned that her work situation is one that she anticipated, and that many of her
degree program instructors had worked in rural schools and had prepared her for the challenges
of working in rural schools. She recalled her instructors saying, “Okay, here is what ASCA says,
but for those that are in rural areas, it’s probably not going to be like that.”

For those entering similar roles, Phyllis advised that they should understand the
expectations, have honest conversations with administrators, and know what compromises they

are willing to make. She said that she was much more prepared going into the interview for her
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current position after having served in a similar role at her previous school. To those new to the
role she mentioned that the interview is the best place to address concerns.
Make sure that you understand what their expectations are that there are a lot of honest
upfront, and advocate for yourself going into an interview... So, mainly, just honestly
before you take the job, really, talking to them and knowing what you learned in your
program versus what a small school’s expectations are going to be, and are you okay with
that? And, if not, keep looking, because it’s a lot.
Advocating for Professional Identity
Phyllis actively worked to define her professional boundaries when she started her
current job. While she accepted that she would teach a class, she ensured that any extra duties
were aligned with school counseling responsibilities.
I went in with my three pages of bullets of everything I had to do [at my previous
school], and I went down the list. “Would I be in charge of this? Would I be in charge of
this?’ [The administrator’s] things were yes to the things I felt went into the counseling
wheelhouse and no to the things I shouldn’t have to be handling.
Even though her administrators understood her role, she acknowledged that the rest of the staff
may not yet fully understand what she does each day. She is gradually building trust with
students and collaborating with the principal to formalize college and career planning activities
for the high school students in the coming year.
Summary
Phyllis had always been a teacher that students could trust, taking on the school
counseling role while also teaching some students created some tension, especially when her

counseling responsibilities conflicted with her teaching duties. Setting boundaries and managing
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expectations with staff, students, and families, particularly when others were unsure about the
scope of the counseling role, proved to be a challenge. Although the teaching staff was small
(less than 15 teachers in the district), Phyllis had always enjoyed a cohort of teachers with whom
she could discuss student concerns. Stone-Johnson (2015) noted that the work of the school
counselor is different from that of a teacher and a lone school counselor can often feel alienated.
This finding reflects Phyllis’s description of how there was a shift in her relationships with peers,
staff, and students when she added the school counseling responsibilities to her role.

One characteristic common to many rural communities is that of being a mental health
desert (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2017; Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2023; Holmes et
al., 2026; Kirsch et al., 2025), another is that school counselors are often called upon to fill gaps
that exist in the community’s mental health resources (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Kirsch et al.,
2025; Sutton & Pearson, 2002). With the recent tragedies and community changes that occurred
because of COVID-19, Phyllis was pleased to fill a need in the school by becoming their first
counselor in seven years. But with that came the challenge of carving out a place for herself in
the school system. Phyllis mentioned that she was excited to create a K-12 school counseling
program but felt that her strength for providing college and career planning interventions for high
school students was limited due to her other responsibilities in the school. Outside the school,
Phyllis used her influence and visibility (Crumb et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002) to help
establish a county coalition to bring more mental health services to the community.

Phyllis entered her current school counseling job prepared to advocate for her role and
advised that individuals in similar positions do the same. She acknowledged her counseling
preparation program instructors for including rural-specific characteristics into their courses. She

communicated early with administrators and went into her job interview with a clear vision of
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her school counseling program and what responsibilities she would be willing to accept, knowing

that multiple duties may be proposed.
Case 4 — Sharon

Sharon has worked in education for over 20 years. She began her career as a middle
school math and science teacher in an urban school district. She transferred to the town where
she now lives and served as a middle school counselor for twenty years. Three years ago, she
accepted a school counseling position at the high school in her school district that was created to
focus on students’ postsecondary transition. In this role, Sharon oversees the career internship
class and is the coordinator for their dual credit programming.

Sharon’s school is classified as “Town:Distant” according to the National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES, n.d.-b) and has about 800 students in grades 9-12. Sharon works
alongside four other school counselors who are each responsible for a quarter of those 800
students based on the alphabetical breakdown of last names. Sharon’s position is unique: her
caseload includes all juniors and seniors (about 400 students), and her work focuses specifically
on postsecondary preparation.

Working in a relatively larger school in a town that is non-urban with a population of
fewer than 50,000, Sharon’s town is about a 35-minute drive to an urban area. Sharon explained,
“We have a lot of big city problems without the big city.” She shared that her town is a high
poverty community and that “it’s a have or have not community.” She said that many students in
her school are place-bound in that many tend to stay in the community after graduation to help
out the family, and many kids do not have the experience that comes with traveling out of state.
Another larger population in their school are students classified as migrant, where many are

undocumented, which poses a challenge when providing support. She shared, “People don’t
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understand that even in our town, we have kids that live in motels and kids who are sofa surfers,
and they just don’t understand that concept.” She said that an interesting characteristic of their
community is that families greatly vary in how they value education.

So, we have a lot of poverty... Where I want to keep my kid at the same level as me

because if they do better than me, then they’ll leave me and I won’t ever see them again.

And so I see a lot of that here [in this] rural area, a lot of kids don’t leave.

Benefits

Sharon mentioned the advantages to serving as both a school counselor and a teacher at
the high school level. Transferring to the high school level enabled Sharon to use her ability to
lead and network within the community to benefit students. She noted that district leadership had
been supportive of the role and has shown up at her presentations to recruit businesses to serve as
host sites for student interns.

I went down and I talked to the Chamber of Commerce, and I asked if I could speak at

one of their breakfasts... [The] superintendent, assistant superintendents, all of them

showed up, our media person showed up, and she did a whole spotlight on it.

Sharon also mentioned that she feels connected to the high school students and the high
school setting through this role. She noted, “It’s a much faster pace. Kids can talk on a different
level.” She could also relate with the teachers and pointed out that teachers appreciate her work
ethic. She mentioned that when she taught, she remembered getting frustrated when she would
walk by the counselor’s office and see that “he’s just there talking to the secretaries, or he is just
mulling around the hallways.” By filling her days with student contacts either through her

counseling or teaching duties, she hopes teachers perceive her as working as hard as them.
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Challenges

Sharon mentioned challenges related to her role, including the structure of the counseling
department and time constraints. She shared, “Our school is not set up great for our counseling
department. We’re all in totally different workspaces.” Although there is a team of school
counselors, this setup can still make one feel isolated. Also related to the structure are the school
counselors’ backgrounds and different ways of working. Of the five people in the department,
only two have a school counseling background, while the other three come from a social work
background. She indicated that it may be more difficult for those with the social work
background to relate to the teachers.

Some of my colleagues have never been in a classroom. They’ve never taught before...

So, when they do something as simple as making a schedule change you think, “Oh, it’s

no big deal. I’'m just going to make a schedule change. No big thing.” Well, for a teacher,

that’s a big deal.
Coming back to the ways of working, she mentioned that the level of work ethic varies among
teams of counselors. It is Sharon’s expectation that counselors remain student focused and that
teachers are more likely to trust a counselor who is busy and working hard to help students. She
noted, “Teachers talk. I was one of those teachers... When you don’t do your job, it makes
everyone look bad and it makes the counseling department look bad. And so, I think that
frustrates me a lot.”

Managing the student internship class and doing postsecondary counseling with 400
students is time consuming and requires direct contact with students. Time is a challenge for

Sharon. She has had to organize her day, so she is meeting with students during the school day
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but doing paperwork outside the school day. She mentioned, “I work from 7:00am to 6:00pm
every day. But that’s the only way I can get everything done.”
Managing the School Counseling Program

From enrolling students in dual credit courses, supervising interns, assigning grades,
contacting businesses, and meeting with each junior and senior twice a year to discuss
postsecondary plans, Sharon has a lot of demands in her role as a counselor with other teaching
duties. She described how she prioritizes her work. Her primary face-to-face time with the
internship students occurs during the first two weeks of each semester. After that point, the
students go to their workplaces and Sharon shifts to a managerial role, grading their journal
entries and getting updates from their employers.

After the first two weeks of each semester, Sharon’s day is full of school counseling
program duties. She mentioned that having a teaching background and maintaining some
connection to the teaching role has been an asset, helping her to manage her program and
advocate for school counseling.

I really think that in order to be a school counselor, you need to have been in the

classroom before. I really think that it made a difference because I have sympathy for the

teacher, I have sympathy for the student, and I understand the counseling role as well.

To mitigate the challenge of delivering postsecondary counseling services with limited
time due to other duties, Sharon described how she carefully organizes her day. She noted, “I
should have students in my office at all times. For the most part.” To ensure that her other duties
are completed, Sharon arrives to work an hour early and manages students in the afterschool
program from 4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., where she can help them with their online learning, yet still

get paperwork completed.
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Leveraging Strengths to Impact Students

When asked how she leverages her strengths to impact students, Sharon uses her small-
town visibility (Crumb et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014) to
her advantage and explained that she is determined to be visible to students, staff, and
community members. She shared, “I meet with all my juniors and seniors twice a year, because
my students will not ever say, ‘I didn’t know who my counselor was. I didn’t know who to go
to.””” Sharon described the importance of developing strong relationships with students because it
makes a difference when it is time to have tough conversations. She shared an example of a
student who wanted to be a veterinarian but didn’t have the science grades. Because of their
relationship, they were able to talk through options and choose a career path that was attainable
and fulfilling.

Sharon’s visibility in the community has a positive impact on the students. She uses her
connections with community business leaders to get students valuable work experience. Sharon
also credits her “outgoing personality” and willingness to “go and talk in front of a group at a
moment’s notice” for the buy-in she has received from the community. In addition, she makes
sure to always have data on hand to back up the success of the internship program.

Teaching the career internship course has contributed to her ability to impact students in
other ways as well. Having community connections through her teaching role has enabled her to
advocate for high school students who need extra resources. She mentioned that high school
students are often forgotten by the community, sharing, “I think everyone wants to give stuff to
little kids, the cute ones... They don’t really think about the high schoolers.” She added that

getting resources for undocumented students is complicated as the system makes it difficult.
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The rurality of her community also affects the extent to which Sharon can impact
students. She explained that it is difficult for her students to get outside mental health support.
Mental health providers are difficult to access for a variety of reasons including lack of staff,
lack of funding, distance, and systemic issues (e.g., policies that compound difficulties).

We have [a behavioral health system], and we have mental health providers around us.

The problem is they are super overworked... If a student needs mental health services,

they can be looking at three or four months away... A lot of times they would have to go

to [the nearest city]. Well, for some of our people, driving that far [is not possible].
She mentioned interventions like telehealth and grant-funded therapists have helped, but it is
difficult to maintain consistency. She noted, “There’s a lot of things our counseling team should
not be dealing with... If kids need to see you 50 minutes once a week, they need to be seeing a
therapist.”
Navigating Ambiguity

Sharon noted that since her teaching responsibilities are so intertwined with her school
counseling duties, she seldom feels conflicted between the two roles. The only time there is role
conflict tends to come in the first two weeks of each semester when she blocks off class periods
to meet face-to-face with the students to deliver internship orientation activities. She mentioned,
“When it comes down to stuff like that, my primary thing is doing the teacher role, because
that’s when I have those students.”

When asked what advice she would give a school counseling student who may work in a
rural district or serve as both a school counselor and a teacher, Sharon said, “Just be super

organized. Be prepared and organized. I live by my calendar.” Additionally, she emphasized the
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importance of advocating for your program by getting out into the community and honoring the
role.

You have to be outgoing enough where you’re advocating for your program. You also

have to go in there, and I don’t want to say prove your worth, but you need to prove your

worth. You need to prove to them why the counseling program is important. So, doing
things in the community, doing things around school, showing them this is what’s going
on in the counseling department. Make sure you’re using your time wisely. If you’re not
doing something, there’s something wrong.

Advocating for Professional Identity

Sharon described strategies she uses to maintain her professional identity. Although she
has a teaching duty, she only represents herself as a school counselor in the community. She
takes every opportunity to talk about how school counselors are essential. She shared that she
would tell groups, “We’re making sure [students] have their FAFSA filled out. We’re making
sure college applications are done. Making sure that they’re understanding that their F in English
is really going to cause them to not walk across that stage.”

She also noted that teachers can be advocates for the school counselor. Sharon said that
this trust must be earned and that teachers should see school counselors working hard and
providing consistent support for their students. She mentioned, “I think counselors do it to
themselves by not showing their worth. We have to prove to [teachers] that we are busy, we’re
doing stuff.”

Summary
With a newly created role focused on postsecondary preparation, Sharon defined her

school counseling role and embraced teaching the career internship course as an extension of
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school counseling. With advocacy as her priority, Sharon used her role to advocate for school
counseling and for the students in her community. Research indicates that it tends to fall on the
rural school counselors to advocate for their role (Brewington & Kushner, 2020; Bright, 2020;
Mullen et al., 2019). Sharon is willing to speak on behalf of their school counseling program and
highlight how school counselors are uniquely prepared to help students live up to their potential.
She emphasized the importance of school counselors also “proving their worth” by being visible,
organized, and productive.

Sutton and Pearson (2002) noted that while some rural school counselors find their high
visibility to be burdensome, others find it to be essential to their effectiveness. Sharon uses her
visibility as the internship coordinator to connect with businesses and community members to
advocate for her students’ needs. She mentioned that high school students tend to be a forgotten
population for charitable donations, and she sees it as her responsibility to be their voice. The
relationships she has built with students and community members has enabled her to come up
with creative, student-centered solutions.

Sharon’s school district has contextual challenges similar in many rural, high-poverty
communities. Her students face barriers such as poverty, housing insecurity, undocumented
status, and being place-bound. Like other rural communities described in research, the families in
Sharon’s school district have limited access to mental health services and resources compared to
urban areas (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2017; Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes, 2020; Hines,
2002; Holmes et al., 2026; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). In turn, the
school counselors are often called upon to fill the gaps that exist in the community’s mental
health resources (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2023; Kirsch et al., 2025; Wimberly &

Brickman, 2014). Sharon must also contend with the way families vary in her community in how
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they value education, with some resistant to students pursuing opportunities beyond the
community. This is where the rural school counselor’s autonomy to provide personalized service
(Morrissette, 2000) has proven to be an advantage for her.

Sharon’s role that includes both teaching and school counseling duties, has enabled her to
bridge her strengths as a school counselor, teacher, and community connector. She mentioned
that her teaching background strengthens her credibility with teachers and enhances her school
counseling role. Due to the overlap in the internship and school counseling competencies, she
faces less ambiguity and role conflict. In fact, Sharon describes leveraging community
partnerships and strong relationships with school staff to positively impact student outcomes.
Managing the large caseload of 400 students and performing multiple roles in a high-stake
educational environment is a lot of pressure. Sharon balances counseling, teaching, and
administrative duties by spending long hours at work and being highly organized.

Case 5 — Kate

Kate began her career as an educator fewer than ten years ago. She originally earned
undergraduate degrees in psychology and Spanish. Kate traveled to Spain to conduct research to
earn her master’s degree in psychology. She chose to return to her hometown after this
experience and pursued a job as a paraprofessional to work with students who were English
language learners. However, the school district had another idea in mind and offered her the job
of teaching high school Spanish. She worked as a Spanish teacher for four years and earned
teaching credentials during that time. With the imminent retirement of the previous school
counselor, Kate began working toward a master’s in counseling and also earned credentials as a

Licensed Professional Counselor. Three years ago, Kate accepted a position serving part-time as
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the school counselor along with teaching high school Spanish. Regarding the new assignment,
she shared, “I didn’t lose any jobs, I just gained them.”

Kate’s school district is one of four school districts in a county with a population of about
6,000 residents. Her school district serves two neighboring rural towns, each of which has an
elementary (grades K-8) and a high school (9-12) building. The student population in each
community (K-12) is about 250 students with about 60 students in each high school. Kate serves
as the K-12 school counselor and 9-12 Spanish teacher in her town and teaches a combined
Spanish I and II class via Zoom to the high school students in the neighboring town. According
to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, n.d.-b), the schools are classified as
“Rural:Remote.” Kate grew up in this community, left to attend college, traveled to a foreign
country to conduct research, and came home to work in her alma mater. She describes being very
aware of her high visibility (Bright, 2020; Crumb et al., 2023; Morrissette, 2000). She
mentioned, “I’m a celebrity to all these little kids who go by my house... I grew up here, I feel
like it would be different if I lived somewhere else and didn’t grow up there.”
Benefits

Kate described several benefits of serving as a school counselor while also retaining her
teaching duties. She explained that being in the classroom gives her deeper insight into the
students’ lives and interactions. Likewise, through her counseling relationships she is afforded
“background information that a lot of teachers don’t get.” She continued saying, “that helps to
inform my teaching a little bit better.”

Kate’s prior teaching experience has also strengthened her classroom management skills,
giving her confidence in handling student behavior unlike some new school counselors who

enter without that background. She noted that this is especially helpful when she does classroom
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lessons with elementary students. The teachers trust her to manage the classroom and appreciate
that they can have some plan time when she has their kids. Finally, Kate shared that the upper
level teachers view her as a teaching peer, since that is how they were first acquainted. She
mentioned, “I feel like with [grades] 7-12, I’'m very ingrained. I was a teacher. We eat lunch
together all the time.”

Challenges

Kate reflected on the challenges of serving as both a school counselor and teacher. She
noted that counselor identity varies depending on grade level, explaining that the elementary
level can feel like “a whole different beast,” where it is harder for outsiders to fit in. Kate
mentioned that at times the role can feel isolating, as she is not fully seen as a teacher or a school
counselor. Complicating her role identity is that there are times she is viewed as an
administrator. For instance, she mentioned, “I feel like sometimes teachers, especially the newer
ones that weren’t there before I became a counselor, they get nervous when I’'m around, like
when a principal walks into your classroom and starts observing you.”

Balancing the workload is another significant challenge, as Kate is responsible for
counseling duties, scheduling, testing, and teaching. She described this saying, “I have to have
my hands in thousands of buckets at all times.” Kate also acknowledged the stigma associated
with counseling and mental health in rural communities in general (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022;
Crumb et al., 2019), which can create tensions when paired with teaching duties. For instance,
she shared that parents would sometimes skip over her table at parent-teacher conferences
because her sign indicated she was the school counselor rather than recognizing her as their
child’s Spanish teacher. She emphasized that the broader social stigma around mental health

adds to these challenges. This also impacts her life outside of school where “the potential to have
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friends who are also parents of kids in the school is not a possibility” because of the boundaries
and discomfort tied to her counseling position.
Managing the School Counseling Program

Kate described the complexity of managing a full school counseling program while
teaching Spanish classes each day. Her eight-period day is tightly packed, with two class periods
reserved to teach Spanish at her school and another period where she teaches students at the
other high school in the district via Zoom. During the remaining class periods she has carved out
time for small group counseling with younger students, academic counseling and work on
individual plans of study with junior/senior high school students, individual counseling, and
elementary counseling classroom lessons. She shared that for the first time this year, she marked
one class period as a plan time but admitted that she has been doing “small group counseling
during that hour as well.”

To manage her schedule, Kate relies heavily on her Google calendar to organize these
competing responsibilities. Likewise, she connects with the junior/senior high school students
using Google Classroom technology. She mentioned, “Everything is on that. So, seniors get in
and get their scholarship spreadsheet and college and career stuff.” Kate also manages her dual
roles by teaching in her classroom and doing counseling activities in her counseling office. She
viewed it as an advantage that she is tasked with designing the master schedule, which provides a
deep understanding as to how to distribute her time with students. Regardless of the preparation
that goes into managing the school counseling program while also teaching, unexpected needs
like crisis situations in the elementary school or older students dropping in often reshape her day.

Kate also reflected on the difficulty of aligning her work with the ASCA National Model

(ASCA, 2025). In her first year, she attempted to implement a comprehensive K-12 school
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counseling program but quickly realized the expectation of spending 80% of her time on direct
counseling services was impossible while also teaching.

My first year, I remember feeling super, I don’t know discouraged because I was not

following the ASCA model for 80/20. There’s absolutely no way to maintain my sanity

with two full-time jobs and counsel kids 80% of the day... My first year I was in every
single classroom K-12, every other week. Because, I mean, that’s what we were told to
do. And I was getting a lot of pushback because, ‘Oh these kids are missing a lot of
class.’
Over time she scaled back, shifting to more targeted small groups and offloading some social and
emotional learning (SEL) lessons to classroom teachers to facilitate. While her teaching
background helps her reuse lesson plans and stay confident in the classroom, Kate acknowledged
that preparation time is often limited. In practice, counseling takes priority, with Spanish
instruction sometimes becoming secondary when time is short.

Finally, Kate noted that oversight and recognition differ between her two roles. In her
Spanish classes, she operates largely independently because no one else at the school is familiar
with the subject matter. She mentioned, “Nobody else in the school knows Spanish and nobody
else is familiar with foreign language standards. So, I’'m the expert there and they don’t really
question me.” By contrast, her counseling role brings more visibility and parent involvement, but
also greater demands and occasional resistance from teachers. She shared, “I don’t necessarily
get a lot of pushback, but I don’t get a warm welcome for things that I do necessarily.” Kate
expressed concern that counselors are often assigned administrative tasks such as test

coordination and scheduling that pull them away from providing student support. When asked
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what Kate would change about her role she responded, “First and foremost, I do not think
counselors should ever have to take on a teaching role and do two full-time jobs at once.”
Leveraging Strengths to Impact Students

Kate explained that her dual role as a school counselor and teacher allows her to support
students in ways that draw on both sets of skills. As a Spanish teacher, she grades students on
growth and emphasizes that “everybody learns languages at a different rate.” Her school
counseling responsibilities have also made her more familiar with students’ individualized
learning plans. She mentioned, “having more knowledge of student modifications and
accommodations has helped me be a better teacher.” In addition, she applies basic counseling
skills to de-escalating situations and avoiding power struggles. Kate noted, “As a beginning
teacher that’s hard to figure out at first. Having those emotional regulation skills and also
reflection skills and how to talk to students better will then practically eliminate any behavior
problems that you have in your classroom.”

When asked how living and working in a rural community affects her ability to impact
students, Kate highlighted how her position as the only mental health resource in town shapes
her work. She described situations where students required more intensive support:

They need clinical help. And [the students may say] “Well, my mom won’t take me” or

“I can’t get in” or “Our insurance doesn’t cover it.” And then I’m just trying to put band-

aids on problems so they can have a good time in school.

To respond, she has taken the initiative to compile lists of telehealth and community resources
for families, encouraging parents to seek out doctors or virtual care when in-person options are

unavailable.
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The lack of prioritizing mental health extends into the schools as well. Kate mentioned, “I
think schools are going to need to decide what is more important, the counselor teaching math,
science, whatever, or serving the mental health of our students.” When asked how administrators
would respond if she suggested changes, she confirmed that she has broached the issue. The
administrators offered to decrease her counseling duties by doing fewer classroom lessons or
small groups rather than removing teaching or administrative duties such as test coordination.
She commented, “Their priorities are different than what I know is going to actually help
students, in my opinion.” She also affirmed that everyone’s plate is full and reducing some of her
duties would only shift the problem.

Ultimately, Kate sees relationship-building as the most meaningful part of her job.
Through small groups, one-on-one counseling, and long-term interactions, she has developed
strong bonds with the students. She described her passion:

That’s why I got into counseling. I loved being able to talk with the students and I didn’t

feel like I could do that as much as a teacher... But having conversations with teenagers,

I'love it. I think it’s so fun. They are so underrated by our society. They have deep

insights and big feelings, and I don’t know, I just love it.

Navigating Ambiguity

Reflecting Blake’s (2020) research that describes the disconnect administrators have
relating to the role and responsibilities of a school counselor, Kate described her position as
uniquely ambiguous.

I’m in this weird spot where it’s like, I’'m not a teacher. Well, I am, but I’'m not an

administrator and I’m in this weird middle because my principal likes to call me his

assistant principal, and I’m like no, I do not want that.
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The ambiguity associated with being both a school counselor and a teacher extends into some
interactions with students. She described one student with whom she had a robust counseling
relationship and also happened to be her student. The student was being disciplined when a
picture emerged of them vaping over the lunch hour in Kate’s empty classroom. Kate shared,
“So, I felt very, I don’t know. I didn’t catch [the student], but I felt like it was a violation of our
therapeutic relationship to do that in my classroom.” Balancing confidentiality, discipline, and
her dual identities as “counselor Kate” and “classroom Kate” has been challenging. She
mentioned, “The kids even say, ‘When you’re in your classroom you act a different way than
when you’re just one-on-one or with small groups.”

When asked what advice she would give to new school counselors who may find
themselves in a similar situation, Kate emphasized the importance of understanding expectations
and setting boundaries early. She reflected that, prior to accepting her role, she wished she had a
clear list of duties, explaining, “Because I didn’t realize on top of bus duty, now you’re teaching,
and oh, you’re going to be the records keeper, and you’re going to be all these things.” Kate
highlighted that setting boundaries early, rather than reacting after burnout, would have helped
her navigate the complexity of her position more effectively.

Kate also adapts her school counseling program to fit the unique needs of her rural school
community. While she initially envisioned implementing a comprehensive ASCA model
program, she realized that when compared to their urban counterparts, rural schools lack much of
the systemic support personnel like testing coordinators. Kate suggested that counselor educators
could better prepare students by providing guidance on how to adjust school counseling

programs based on school size, staffing, and community needs.
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Advocating for Professional Identity

Kate works actively to define and maintain her professional identity as both a school
counselor and a teacher. She noted that the students have been the quickest to recognize the
boundaries between her role as a counselor and her teaching duties, understanding when they are
in a learning environment versus a therapeutic one. She mentioned, “I feel like the kids are kind
of used to it. I tell them, ‘We live in a small community, if I see you out and about, I’'m not going
to acknowledge our therapeutic relationship.’”

While teachers easily identify with Kate while in her teaching role, advocating for her
role as a school counselor has been more difficult. She explained, “The other teachers expect me
as a counselor to be a little bit more of a disciplinarian, especially when the kids have academic
1ssues.” Just as she does with the students, Kate tries to redirect teachers when issues fall outside
her role, such as referring them to the principal for discipline issues. She shared a time when
elementary teachers sent students who were having a conflict to her expecting her to hand down
discipline. Kate shared that she maintained her role as a counselor and de-escalated the situation
but explained to teachers that they would have to follow up with the principal to assign other
consequences.

Summary

Kate described her role in the school as having “two full-time jobs.” While attempting to
manage a K-12 school counseling program, Kate also teaches Spanish courses at her school and
another high school in the district via Zoom. On top of those responsibilities, Kate serves as the
testing coordinator and designs the master schedule. Research indicates that rural school
counselors are often called upon to wear many hats to enable the school to function (Blake,

2020; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Brewington & Kushner, 2020; Chandler et al., 2018). Kate
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recognized such non-counseling duties have the potential to lead to burnout and less effective
counseling programs (Blake, 2020; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022) and suggested that new school
counselors learn to set clear boundaries and expectations early, rather than reacting after burnout.

Kate’s town is similar to other rural communities in that it lacks mental health resources
(Anderson-Butcher et al., 2017; Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson,
2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014), suffers from staffing deficiencies (Belansky et al., 2024;
Grimes, 2020; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014), and everyone knows everyone’s business (Fears et
al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002). To deal with the lack of mental health resources, Kate does
what she can to support students and honor confidential, therapeutic relationships. This requires
her to articulate clear boundaries and can also lend itself to feeling isolated in the community.
Staffing challenges are evident by the multiple non-counseling duties Kate has adopted. While
managing responsibilities is challenging, she realizes that offloading those duties only adds to
another educator’s burdens. Finally, high visibility is welcomed in that it helps Kate maintain
relationships and advocate for the mental health of her students. However, it can be challenging
to overcome the reputation she has due to growing up in the same community.

Through her teaching and counseling roles, Kate has developed a skill set that has
enabled her to have a positive impact on students. Using Google Classroom as a teacher, Kate
has transferred those skills to her counseling role, where she uses this technology to
communicate with her junior/senior high school students and support their academic and
postsecondary needs. Additionally, she has honed her classroom management skills which
impacts the culture of the school by establishing trust with teachers and navigating tough

interactions with relative ease. Through her school counseling role, Kate has enhanced her ability
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to better impact student learning in her classroom by having a deeper understanding of student
backgrounds, modifications, and accommodations.

Underscoring the role-conflict of being positioned between teacher, counselor, and
administrator, Kate noted some observations related to her situation that aligns with research. For
example, Kate shared that she does not experience as much oversight in her teaching role as she
does in her counseling role. This observation reflects findings where educators serving in dual
roles (e.g., teacher and coach) often experience unequal reward systems (Richards & Templin,
2012). Kate’s interactions with school administrators also reflect role-related research
highlighting how administrators often value the school counselor more for the duties that tend to
pull them away from their time counseling students (Blake, 2020). Due to a lack of a clear job
description, Kate indicated that this has led to her receiving an overwhelming number of non-
counseling duties. Additionally, it has led to some misunderstandings with teachers who expect
her to handle discipline and other duties typically performed by school administrators and other
support staff. Although Kate could perform each non-counseling duty effectively, researchers
warn that such role diffusion can detract from the counselor’s ability to successfully impact

student outcomes (Astramovich et al., 2013; Brewington & Kushner, 2020; Grimes, 2020).
Cross-Case Analysis

In this study, I employed phenomenological interviews and a collective case study
methodology guided by a role theory lens to examine how individuals navigate their world
according to their roles. The previous sections presented a detailed case description for each of
the five participants. Using the case descriptions, I then compared findings between cases by
making connections between categories and themes that emerged across the different

perspectives of the phenomenon of being school counselors with other teaching duties in rural
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Kansas schools (Stake, 2006; Yazan, 2015). The following sections present a cross-case analysis
describing first the situational similarities and differences of the participants followed by the
common themes that emerged including contextual similarities and differences within each

theme.
Situational Context of Each Case

Participants varied regarding the size and location of their schools. Ranging from the
largest caseload of 400 students in a high school (grades 9-12), to serving under 100 students as
the only school counselor in a K-12 building. Additionally, the schools in which the counselors
worked varied regarding their NCES locale classifications with some schools located within 35
miles of an urban community while others were much more remote. Table 4.1 illustrates the
school and community characteristics for each school counselor.

Table 4.1 School and Community Characteristics

Approximate NCES Locale
Pseudonym Grade Levels School Size Caseload Classification

Colleen High School (9-12) 1,000 students 250 students Rural:Fringe

Brooke Jr/Sr High (7-12) 100 students 100 students Rural:Distant
Phyllis K-12" grade 90 students 90 students Rural:Remote
Sharon High School (9-12) 800 students 400 students Town:Distant
Kate K-12" grade 250 students 250 students Rural:Remote

All participants first served as teachers with an education degree prior to working as
school counselors. Further, they had all been in education for over ten years yet, the number of
years serving as a school counselor and serving in their current role varied. In addition, some of
the participants do not teach the same subject or grade level as they did prior to becoming a
school counselor. Table 4.2 summarizes each participant’s total number of years as an educator

and their school counseling experience.
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Table 4.2 Teaching and School Counseling Experience

Pseudonym Teaching Background School Counseling Experience
- . .
Colleen 20 years in education; started as 15 years as a school counselor
an elementary teacher
>20 years in education; started as a
Brook ; . ’ 1 hool 1
rooke high school English teacher 6 years as a school counselor
. >20 years in education; started as a 3 years as a school counselor; 1*
Phyllis ; . o
high school math teacher year in her current position
>20 years in education; started as a 20 years as a school counselor; 3
Sharon . . ..
middle school teacher years in her current position
Kate 10 years in education; started as a 3 years as a school counselor

high school Spanish teacher

There were a wide variety of teaching duties represented among the participants.
Additionally, the amount of time each participant spent each day serving in the teaching and
school counseling roles varied, with some participants teaching one hour or less per day and
others having teaching duties much of the school day. The school counselors also described other
adjacent duties that occupied their time each day as well. Table 4.3 illustrates the other teaching
duties held by each participant as well as the other adjacent duties mentioned.

Table 4.3 Other Teaching and Adjacent Duties

Pseudonym Other Teaching Duties Other Adjacent Duties
Colleen College-level leadership development course Coordinates dual credit courses
Brooke Yearbook class Coor.dmates and monitors dual
credit courses
Phyllis Middle school leadership elective course None mentioned
. . Coordinates dual credit courses;
Sharon Career internship class .
After school programming
Kate Spanish I, II, and remote Spanish class Testing coordinator
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Common Themes

Five themes emerged from the cross-case analysis: availability and time, navigating role
conflicts, relationships central to success, rurality and resources, and advocacy and leadership.
These themes provide insight into the lived experience of school counselors with other teaching
duties in rural Kansas schools. Each theme is explored through the lens of role theory and
considers other factors that may influence the participants’ experiences related to each theme.

Common Theme 1: Availability and Time

Across all cases, participants described availability and time as a factor influencing their
ability to fulfil their professional responsibilities. The participants described ongoing negotiation
between multiple and, at times, competing demands that involve tasks such as teaching,
administrative duties, counseling, testing, and community outreach within a limited workday.
The tension stemming from conflicting expectations even beyond the additional teaching duties
was amplified in the rural school settings represented here, where small staff sizes and limited
specialization often make it necessary for school counselors to assume numerous roles (Grimes,
2020; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). This is consistent with previous
research that found school counselors experienced role overload from being assigned
administrative or non-counseling duties outside of what they perceived to be their job
responsibilities (Blake, 2020; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021).

Colleen described her challenge with availability when she explained, “There have been
times where I’ve been heading out of the office and going to the classroom, and somebody’s
come in in a crisis situation, and I’ve had to pass them off to another counselor.” Similarly, when
Brooke was describing a drawback of serving in multiple roles, she shared, “I don’t get to have

counseling time with the kids, the individual counseling that I would like.” While the counselors
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carefully structured their schedules so they could directly interact with the bulk of their students
on a regular basis, they also communicated that there were times when they felt like they could
not meet student needs because of their schedules. Phyllis, for example, carved out time in the
schedule to spend time with students in every grade level but was still frustrated that she had
limited time for college and career planning with her high school students.

Both Colleen and Brooke described how they partnered with their colleagues to ensure
students with immediate needs received care despite their time limitations. Colleen relies on her
school counseling team to ensure students are seen. Although Brooke does not have other school
counseling team members, she mentioned that she can send the other students to the library while
she provides confidential individual counseling. The manner in which these counselors relied on
their professional relationships when the expectations exceed their capacity to both teach and
serve as a school counselor reflect elements of the role theory framework described by Ivey and
Robin (1966), where they emphasized “the importance of interpersonal and interprofessional
relationships if the counselor is to function effectively in a work setting” (p. 35).

Kate discussed balancing counseling duties, teaching, scheduling, and test coordination,
remarking “My first year, I remember feeling super, I don’t know discouraged because I was not
following the ASCA model for 80/20. There’s absolutely no way to maintain my sanity with two
full-time jobs and counsel kids 80% of the day.” Over time, she learned to manage competing
priorities by scaling back on classroom counseling lessons and utilizing classroom teachers to
help facilitate social-emotional learning activities. She also relied on technology, using her
Google calendar and Google classroom software to organize tasks and maintain communication
with students. Colleen and Sharon echoed similar strategies, often completing administrative

work outside of contract hours or leveraging digital tools to increase efficiency. Sharon
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explained, “I work from 7:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. every day. But that’s the only way I can get
everything done.” While these examples highlight the school counselors’ commitment, they also
show the personal toll and time intensiveness of managing multiple roles and responsibilities.

Despite their mitigation strategies, participants consistently noted that the biggest strain
on their time and availability was the administrative tasks such as scheduling, testing
coordination, discipline, and maintaining the counseling website. However, several counselors
identified influence over the master schedule as a powerful mechanism to reclaim time and
redefine their professional roles. Colleen described how she was able to place her class at the end
of the day so she could work in blocks of time. Meanwhile, Kate viewed her involvement in the
schedule design as an advantage because it allowed her to align her responsibilities with student
needs, creating a situation where she could pull students for small group counseling when it was
best in the students’ schedule. Brooke also collaborated with administrators to create time in the
schedule for her to have advisory time with seniors and another time in the day to meet with
junior high students. These strategies allowed them to expand opportunities to deliver school
counseling content within the existing schedule.

Overall, data illustrates that for rural school counselors with other teaching duties, time is
both a limitation and a space for agency. The overlapping roles of school counseling and
teaching, while challenging, also foster creativity and collaboration among staff. Through
partnerships with teachers, strategic scheduling, and the use of technology, these school
counselors continuously negotiate their availability to ensure that students’ academic, career, and

social-emotional needs remain at the center of their work.
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Common Theme 2: Navigating Role Conflict

All five school counselors described wearing many hats beyond their predefined roles of
teacher and school counselor. In rural school settings, this flexibility is often essential (Chandler
et al., 2018; Grimes, 2020) but also contributes to role conflict and role overload (Boulden &
Schimmel, 2022; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). Participants coordinated dual credit programs,
testing, scheduling, afterschool activities, and even private counseling and community initiatives.
Colleen, Brooke, and Sharon oversaw dual credit coursework, while Kate managed testing and
scheduling duties alongside her teaching and school counseling roles. Phyllis added that she also
ran a local dance studio and all participants mentioned that they have their own children who are
either currently in their school building or were their students at one point in their careers.

These school counselors’ descriptions of their multiple roles exemplify inter-role conflict
— when the demands of multiple professional identities compete for limited time and emotional
energy (Ha et al., 2011; Ivey & Robin, 1966; Sarbin, 1966). Kate summarized this tension
stating, “I have to have my hands in thousands of buckets at all times.” In the context of rural
education, where staffing limitations are common, serving in multiple roles becomes an accepted
norm rather than an exception (Fears et al., 2023; Grimes, 2020; Sutton & Pearson, 2002).
However, as the participants described, at times it strained their capacity to deliver the
comprehensive, student-centered services they envisioned.

Balancing multiple roles often created tension between the participants’ teaching and
school counseling identities. Several participants noted that enforcing discipline as a teacher
risked damaging the trust essential to the counseling relationship. Colleen reflected that there had
been times when students’ classroom behavior and her response threatened to harm the

counseling relationship, while Brook admitted, “The older I get, the less of a disciplinarian I
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think I feel like I want to be.” Kate described a more complex situation when a student she
counseled was disciplined for vaping in her classroom, forcing her to navigate between her role
as “counselor Kate” and “classroom Kate.” Confidentiality also proved challenging in the
participants’ small rural schools where space and privacy were limited. When referencing her
office/classroom, Brooke acknowledged, “It’s not quiet, it’s not a confidential classroom,” and
Phyllis noted that shifting from teaching to counseling required a new understanding that she
could not share student information as freely as before. These examples illustrate how navigating
role conflict can put a strain on the confidentiality and trust essential to sustaining effective
school counseling relationships.

Despite the constraints created by serving in dual roles, the school counselors
demonstrated flexibility and creativity in delivering their programs. In several cases, the
participants found ways to weave counseling competencies into their classroom curriculum.
Colleen described how her leadership development class helps make more efficient use of the
school counselors’ time because its content aligns with counseling standards related to leadership
and goal setting. Similarly, Phyllis adapted by embedding counseling topics across her classes,
noting that, prior to accepting her position, she “ensured any extra duties were aligned with
school counseling responsibilities.”

The school counselors each navigated role conflict by integrating and aligning multiple
professional responsibilities in a way that mutually reinforced their teaching and school
counseling goals where possible. However, counselors reported some challenges in maintaining
organization and consistency across grade levels. For instance, Phyllis, who was serving K-12%
grade students for the first time, shared, “This first year has just been trying to figure that out.

How do I even keep things filed from K all the way through 12" grade?” Likewise, Kate
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described having limited preparation time for her Spanish classes and some challenges
determining how to distribute her time between the elementary and junior/senior high schools.

Although participants acknowledged that serving in the dual roles invited role conflict,
they all emphasized that their teaching experience provided valuable insight to performing well
in their school counseling role. Each counselor described how teaching strengthened their
classroom management, understanding of academic expectations, and relationships with the
other teachers. Phyllis reflected, “I think it’s good to have that perspective. It makes me flexible
about trying to work around schedules and what’s convenient for [teachers].” Brooke felt
teaching enhanced her credibility among colleagues: “They don’t see me in my office drinking
coffee all day... I feel like they see me working just as hard as they are.” Sharon similarly noted
that teachers can become strong advocates for counselors when they see them as equals with a
strong work ethic. Kate credited her teaching background with strengthening her classroom
management and confidence, observing that teachers trust her to manage the classroom and
appreciate the structure she provides. While dual roles can create tension, this group of rural
school counselors credit their teaching experience for providing them with practical skills and
the relational capital to enhance their overall effectiveness.

In the rural school setting, it is nearly impossible for school counselors to operate within
a single, clearly defined role. This group of participants experienced scenarios common to rural
schools such as limited staffing, covering multiple schools and grade levels, overlapping
responsibilities, and various dual relationships (Grimes et al., 2019; Grimes, 2020; McConnell,
1994; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Yet rather than viewing these purely as barriers, the
participants often reframed it as an opportunity for creativity, relationship-building, and a way to

influence the system. Their teaching backgrounds provided credibility among the teachers and
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equipped them with organizational and classroom management skills that enhanced their school
counseling programs. At the same time, issues surrounding confidentiality, discipline, and time
management underscored the ongoing struggle to maintain professional boundaries.

Common Theme 3: Relationships as Central to Success

Across all five interviews, the school counselors attributed much of their success to the
relationships they have cultivated with students, administrators, colleagues, and community
members. Each participant noted that one benefit of serving as both a school counselor and a
teacher in their rural school was the ability to form deep connections with students, which
enabled them to better identify needs and impact their students. Colleen exemplified this by
using her insight to encourage a couple students to pursue their associate’s degree online during
the COVID-19 shutdown. Brooke and Kate similarly described how their teaching
responsibilities allowed them to connect with kids on a different, less-guarded level. For
instance, Brooke mentioned that “having the classes in here... lets me get to know the kids so
much better,” and Kate explained that she has become more familiar with the students’
backgrounds, helping her to serve students better in both roles.

Blake (2020) noted that counselors may experience role ambiguity when working with
administrators who are not well-versed in comprehensive school counseling program practices.
Although the participants’ administrators come from non-counseling backgrounds, the strong,
trusting relationships with their administrators emerged as another factor essential to their
success. To some extent, each school counselor highlighted that they were trusted to influence
the master schedule so they could meet student needs in both roles. Colleen, Sharon, and Kate
were able to schedule their classes so they would have minimal interference with their school

counseling role. Brooke and Phyllis mentioned that their administrators were willing to work
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with them to add structured time each week to meet with groups of students for specifically
school counseling services. Sharon also described the visible support she received when
promoting her student internships to community leaders. She mentioned, “[The] superintendent,
assistant superintendent, all of them showed up.” The American School Counselor Association
(2025) emphasizes that when administrators understand and champion the role of the school
counselor, they help create conditions that expand opportunities for student success. Although
this group of interviewees hold a non-traditional, dual role, they each conveyed that their strong
relationship with their administrators was a positive factor influencing their impact on students.

The participants noted that maintaining a relationship-focused mindset helps them
navigate the inherent ambiguity of serving in multiple roles. Colleen observed that “building
relationships has been the thing that’s consistent in my role as a counselor from day one,”
emphasizing that this focus helps her adapt to the complex demands of the job. Brooke echoed
this sentiment stating that “the relationship with each student is just the core to this job,” which
grounds her work regardless of the role she is performing at the time. While the participants
seem to take it for granted, their focus on relationships despite their role reflects common rural
qualities mentioned by researchers such as rural communities being close-knit (Hines, 2002;
Schafft, 2016), fostering a sense of belonging (Crumb et al., 2023; Wimberly & Brickman,
2014), and highlighting the willingness of school counselors to accept leadership responsibilities
(Schafft, 2016; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014).

This relationship-first mentality carried through when the school counselors described
tough conversations they have had with some students as well as their principals and colleagues.
Having a strong relationship enabled Sharon and Colleen to guide students toward postsecondary

choices that were the best fit. Additionally, Phyllis and Kate depended on their relationship with
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their colleagues to define boundaries needed to guard their school counseling time with students.
Several of the school counselors also shared that it is essential for individuals, who may be new
to such a role, to establish a trusting relationship early with their administrators and colleagues
and provide clear expectations as to how they will address student needs while serving as both a
school counselor and a teacher.

Common Theme 4: Rurality and Resources

A common theme across the five school counselor interviews was the interplay between
rurality and resources. Participants described how living and working in small, often remote
communities shaped both the challenges they faced and the creative strategies they employed.
Limited access to mental health services, budget constraints, and staffing shortages affect
decisions as to how to best serve students. However, rural assets emerged as well. Strong local
support, their high visibility, and professional autonomy enabled the school counselors to
respond to challenges with innovation and resilience.

When asked about how their rurality played a role in their ability to impact students,
Phyllis, Sharon, and Kate mentioned that it was difficult for their students to access outside
mental health services. This reflects research that identifies the lack of mental health resources as
a common characteristic of rural communities (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2017; Boulden &
Henry, 2025; Crumb et al., 2019; Fears et al., 2023; Grimes et al., 2023; Grimes, 2020; Holmes
et al., 2026; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Additionally, the burden of
providing intensive counseling that they would otherwise refer out, tends to fall on the rural
school counselor (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes, 2020; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly &
Brickman, 2014). Kate, who serves as the only mental health professional in her town, described

that need for intensive support, stating, “They need clinical help... but [they] can’t get in, or
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[their] insurance doesn’t cover it.” Sharon pointed out that although they are not far from an
urban area, mental health providers are difficult for her students to access due to lack of staffing
and funding for programs at the available centers as well as systemic factors related to families’
immigration status and access to transportation. Even though communities surrounding Phyllis
had recently experienced tragedies, she shared that “mental health resources are very lacking.”
Although distance was a factor, with the closest mental health center located an hour away, she
agreed with previous research noting that there still exists a stigma associated with seeking such
services (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Crumb et al., 2019).

Budget constraints were another recurring challenge influencing program design and
staffing in rural schools. Budgeting concerns leading to staffing shortages where administrators
must make difficult programming decisions to adhere to legislative mandates is not uncommon
in rural schools (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; DeAngelis et al., 2022; Gagnon & Mattingly,
2016; Grimes et al., 2019). Brooke explained that administrative efforts to “bare bones us and cut
us down more and more” directly impact course scheduling and student opportunities. Similarly,
Kate’s administrators offered to lighten her counseling load by cutting her small group
counseling time rather than removing administrative tasks, reflecting differing priorities between
administrators and school counseling professionals (Brewington & Kushner, 2020). In Phyllis’s
case, staffing shortages required her to shift plans quickly to fill a gap that left her 6" and 7"
grade students without an elective class to take and “no place to put them.”

In contrast to these limitations, the school counselors’ experiences related to rurality
convey strong positive sentiments as well. Common themes closely aligned with the recent work
of Crumb et al. (2023) that highlights aspects of rural cultural wealth. Combating the often-cited

deficit model of rural communities, their research spotlights rural assets, including rural
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resourcefulness, ingenuity, familism (or belonging), and community support. In most cases the
five participants referred to such strengths when asked how their rurality impacted their work
with students.

Strong community connections emerged as a notable strength for most of the participants.
Through her role as the Yearbook teacher, Brooke described how local businesses support
students through their willingness to purchase ads and how parents eagerly maintain
communication with the schools and stay informed. Phyllis and Sharon pointed out that the
students in their communities were fortunate to have both teachers and community members who
were deeply invested in their success. For instance, Phyllis recalled her time as a math teacher in
her previous school mentioning, “When I taught math, I had most of those kids at least two
years. Some of them I had four years. They were mine.” Likewise, Sharon’s relationship with
local business leaders has been instrumental in securing internship placements and other
postsecondary opportunities for her students.

School counselors in rural communities must contend with their high visibility more than
their urban counterparts (Fears et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002). However, some
participants described how they were able to leverage that visibility in the community to better
serve their students. Colleen used her university connections to bring in guest speakers and
coordinate field trips and experiential learning opportunities. Sharon’s willingness to network
within the community helped her recruit local business partners to create work-based learning
experiences but also empowered her to pick up the phone and get emergency resources for
families in need. With a different perspective on visibility, Brooke made sure her students shined
on scholarship night, when she announced all the postsecondary and local scholarships the

students earned and showed off ““all their hard work that’s literally paid off.” These school
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counselors modeled how visibility can be a strength for both them and their students and can lead
to positive connections and boost their success.

Finally, rural ingenuity (Crumb et al., 2023) surfaced as a defining theme. Coupled with
the autonomy often granted to them to adapt and respond to student needs, the school counselors
were able to respond creatively to persistent challenges. For example, Colleen shared that her
principal “just lets me go with it... if [ bring an idea to him,” reflecting a supportive environment
that values initiative. Brooke’s regional network of rural school counselors and her willingness to
initiate and manage the dual-credit program exemplify how rural educators leverage limited
resources to expand opportunities for students (Crumb et al., 2023; Grimes et al., 2019). Kate
illustrated this same spirit by curating telehealth and community resource lists for families to
bridge access gaps to mental health care that exists in her community. Sharon’s development of
internship programs and Phyllis’s leadership in county mental health initiatives also reflect the
overarching rural attitude that, despite their circumstances, they can respond creatively to
challenges (Crumb et al., 2023). Collectively, the experiences of these school counselors show
that while rurality brings constraints, it also fosters innovation, self-sufficiency, and a deep
commitment to meeting students’ needs through local and creative means.

Common Theme 5: Advocacy and Leadership

The final emerging theme from the interviews with these five school counselors who also
hold teaching positions was that of advocacy and leadership. Serving in dual roles required the
school counselors to navigate competing expectations while maintaining their identity and
commitment to students’ well-being. The participants described the ongoing need to advocate for
their counseling role, build supportive networks, engage their communities, and communicate

clearly with administrators, teachers, and students. Their experiences reflect broader research
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findings that rural school counselors are often left on their own to advocate for their positions
(Blake, 2020; Bright, 2020), establish boundaries (Astramovich et al., 2013; Hanna, 2019;
Savitz-Romer et al., 2021), and take initiative as leaders within their community (Crumb et al.,
2023; Yavuz et al., 2017).

The participants consistently emphasized the importance of advocating for their role as
school counselors first. Although not explicitly said by any of the counselors, their awareness of
budget constraints may have contributed to their advocacy efforts since school counselors are not
mandated in Kansas schools (Meyer & Bell, 2023) and staffing decisions could threaten their
school counseling positions more so than their teaching positions (DeAngelis et al., 2022;
Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016). Research shows that when school counselors are assigned multiple
roles, ambiguity often arises regarding their professional identity and responsibilities, which can
reduce their ability to deliver a comprehensive program (Blake, 2020; Kirsch et al., 2025). This
tension was evident in Colleen’s reflection that “too many people out there still think we handle
schedule changes and that’s it.” Sharon intentionally presents herself as a school counselor in all
community interactions, underscoring that “you need to prove your worth” by showing how
school counselors are essential to the students’ success. Similarly, Kate acknowledged that
advocating for her role can be challenging, as teachers often view her as a disciplinarian or an
extension of the principal rather than one specializing in student development. As often the only
one of their type in their schools, the participants’ experiences emphasize researchers’
recommendations that rural school counselors must be prepared to explain and advocate for their
role (Bright, 2020; Mullen et al., 2019).

For these school counselors navigating dual roles, a network of professional support is

both a survival strategy and a source of leadership. Brooke, aware of how isolating rural school
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counseling can be, organized a regional network of counselors nearly a decade ago that continues
to meet regularly and share resources. “We are on each other’s speed dial,” she said describing
how the network provides real-time problem-solving and helps her stay on top of statewide
trends. Morrissette’s (2000) research also advised this approach, emphasizing that collaboration
among rural counselors can be useful in avoiding isolation and burnout and help them keep on
top of professional developments. Phyllis, though newer to her role, is also working to build trust
and collaboration within her school as she determines the most effective way to deliver
classroom guidance lessons and formalize college and career planning activities. These efforts to
develop a network of support also mirror the earlier theme that relationships are central to the
school counselors’ success.

Relational aspects extended into their communities as well. Each school counselor
demonstrated leadership through engagement with their local communities, leveraging those
connections to advocate for students and promote their school counseling program. Brooke
described her regular communication with families as a practice that builds trust and reinforces
her role as an advocate for students. She shared, “Every one of my seniors’ parents knows
exactly who I am because I send out probably two to five emails per day.” Sharon shared that she
never turns down an opportunity to engage with community members. She is ready to “go and
talk in front of a group at a moment’s notice” and comes prepared with data to back up the
success of her program. Research suggests that in rural areas where community ties are strong
and overlapping (Crumb et al., 2023), and mental health resources are scarce (Crumb et al.,
2019), school counselors are uniquely positioned to serve as the resource hub and community
leader that can connect students to essential resources (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Bright, 2020;

Fears et al., 2023; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014).

111



Studies indicate that in the absence of specialized supervision or defined role boundaries,
rural school counselors must self-advocate, communicate proactively, and model professionalism
to sustain effective programs (Blake, 2020; Bright, 2020; Chandler et al., 2018; Grimes, 2020).
Strong communication was identified as critical to navigating the complexities associated with
serving in dual roles. Brooke mentioned that “it’s important to communicate your schedule and
let other staff members know you are busy working just as hard as them.” This is especially so,
noted Brooke, when not doing so may signal to administrators that the school counselor might
have some flexibility in their schedule to adopt additional duties. Phyllis and Kate also
emphasized the importance of understanding expectations and setting boundaries early. Colleen
articulated the importance of communicating clearly as to which role she is in at any given time
and structuring her day to accommodate for when she is in teacher mode, explaining that “you
can’t have your feet in both worlds during that timeframe.” The participants’ experiences
illustrate that leadership in rural, dual-role settings requires more than advocacy. It also requires
clear communication, strong boundaries, and educating others about the essential functions of the

school counseling role, especially when school counseling is not their only responsibility.
Summary

The five cases provide a snapshot of what it might mean to serve as a school counselor
with another teaching duty in a rural Kansas school. Participants, on one hand, represented
schools that varied widely in size, from small K-12 buildings with under 100 students to larger
high schools enrolling nearly 1,000 students, and were situated across different degrees of
rurality from fringe to remote communities. Despite those differences, the school counselors
shared several key similarities. Each entered their position with a strong teaching background,

often exceeding 20 years of experience in education, which they credited for enhancing their
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credibility and relationships with colleagues. Their daily work, however, differed based on how
their time was divided between teaching and counseling responsibilities, with some spending
much of their day in the classroom and others primarily engaged in counseling-related duties. In
addition to teaching, most also coordinated dual-credit programs, testing, scheduling, or
performing other administrative tasks. Together these factors emphasize how rurality, staffing
limitations, and professional experience shape the school counselors’ roles and the challenges
they face. Their experiences show the ongoing push and pull between the limits of their situation
and their ability to take action and serve students effectively.

The collection of themes describes what it means to work as a school counselor who also
serves as a teacher in a rural setting. Theme 1: Availability and Time captured strategies the
school counselors used to balance the competing demands of counseling, teaching, and
administrative duties. Theme 2: Navigating Role Conflict highlighted the challenges of shifting
between teaching and school counseling responsibilities and the effort needed to maintain a clear
professional identity. Theme 3: Relationships as Central to Success reflected how strong
connections with students, staff, and administrators helped the school counselors manage their
complex roles and create a positive impact. Theme 4: Rurality and Resources described how
living and working in small, often isolated communities shaped their access to mental health
services, school district budget decisions, and opportunities, while also highlighting the rural
assets that showed through the school counselors’ creativity in problem-solving. Finally, Theme
5: Advocacy and Leadership emphasized how this set of school counselors took initiative to
define their roles, build support networks, and communicate their value within the school and

among the wider community.
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Chapter 5 - Discussion

In this phenomenological collective case study, I explored the experiences of five Kansas
rural school counselors who have other teaching duties. Following a summary of the study, I
discuss the major findings as they relate to the research questions and contributions to the related
body of literature, identify limitations of the study, present recommendations, and suggest areas

for future research.
Summary of the Study

A review of the literature revealed that rural schools face factors unlike those faced by
their urban counterparts. Rural school counselors often contend with being isolated from
essential services (Fears et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014) and
having financial constraints that lead to challenges with staff recruitment and retention, resulting
in educators who must take on additional duties to keep their schools viable (Bright, 2020;
Hines, 2002). This is further intensified in this post-COVID era, where rural schools reported
being understaffed in mental health support (IES, 2022; Kirsch et al., 2025). However, research
also supports a rural cultural wealth framework that recognizes the positive impact of common
rural assets such as resourcefulness, ingenuity, a sense of belonging, and community support
(Crumb et al., 2023).

Studies show that school counseling programs that are closely aligned with the ASCA
National Model are more likely to positively impact student outcomes (Blake, 2020; Carey,
Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012; Mullen et al., 2019). Findings related to effective school
counseling programs advise against having school counselors perform extra non-counseling
duties (Greiner & Hatton, 2023; Mullen et al., 2019). However, the reality of rural school

counseling is that dual roles and multiple duties may be unavoidable (Boulden et al., 2022;
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Chandler et al., 2018; Crumb et al., 2019; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). In some cases, like
Kansas, where there is no requirement to have school counselors in public schools, school
counselors may find themselves in a teaching role so that schools can meet student needs and
abide by legislative mandates. While some research highlights the experience of educators with
dual roles (Ha et al., 2011; Knowles et al., 2020; Konukman et al., 2010; Mellor et al., 2020;
Richards & Templin, 2012), little exists for school counselors who also hold teaching positions
(Mayer, 1986), and none exists for those in rural Kansas schools.

The purpose of this study was to develop a deeper understanding of how school
counselors with other teaching duties in rural Kansas schools manage their school counseling
programs, leverage their strengths to impact students, navigate role ambiguity, and advocate for
their professional identity. Five participants took part in this study, and each responded to
questions in the interview protocol (Appendix F) to share their perspectives. A
phenomenological collective case study design was used to capture the participants’ individual
perspectives about serving as a school counselor with a teaching role, as well as thematic
similarities among the interviewees. While this phenomenon remained constant, participants
varied with respect to the size and location of their communities, number of students on their
caseloads, grade levels in which they worked, subjects they taught, and years of experience.

Discussion

In the previous chapter I described the uniqueness of each case (Stake, 1995) and used
rich, thick descriptions to gain an essence of their lived experience (Moustakas, 1994). A cross-
case analysis revealed five interconnected themes including availability and time, navigating role

conflict, relationships as central to success, rurality and resources, and advocacy and leadership.
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In this section, I discuss the findings as they relate to each research question, integrating how the
emerging themes apply to each question.

Research Question 1: How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural
Kansas schools manage their school counseling program, accounting for the added
teaching duties assigned to them?

Managing their school counseling programs while also having other teaching duties
required the participants to use a range of strategies to fulfill their essential school counseling
responsibilities. The participants constantly battled with competing demands for their time. The
additional teaching duties were a part of the daily schedule for Colleen, Brooke, Phyllis, and
Kate. Sharon blocked off the first two weeks of every semester for classroom lessons with her
internship students. Therefore, there was a portion of each day (or year) when students could not
easily meet with them for counseling services, and teachers and parents could not contact them
with counseling-related concerns. To address this issue, Brooke, Phyllis, and Kate described how
they enlisted the help of the librarian, office staff, or teachers to provide classroom coverage so
they could attend to students needing urgent attention. Colleen and Sharon each had a team of
school counseling colleagues that they could call upon when counseling needs conflicted with
their scheduled teaching responsibilities.

All participants indicated high awareness of the ASCA National Model and essential
components of a comprehensive school counseling program (ASCA, 2025). Phyllis and Kate
described times when they were innately aware that they were not following the ASCA National
Model’s use-of-time recommendations and determined they needed to make some exceptions
due to their situation. The additional teaching duties and, at times, other non-counseling duties

imposed structural limitations. Therefore, the participants described strategies they used to
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ensure essential school counseling program components were addressed to some extent. While
Colleen and Sharon do some classroom lessons to share information with students, they try to fill
most of their days with individual planning sessions with the students on their caseloads. They,
along with Phyllis, noted that the classes they teach cover several of the school counseling
competencies (e.g., goal setting, interpersonal skills), so teaching time tends to be more of an
extension of the school counseling program rather than an interruption. Brooke, Phyllis, and Kate
mentioned that they leverage the school’s master schedule to make school counseling lessons a
scheduled portion of the students’ week. Additionally, they enlist teachers to deliver some SEL
lessons. This enables them to deliver grade level specific lessons to a large section of students
and use the limited extra time they have each day to meet individually with the students with
whom they have less regular contact.

The school counselors prioritized postsecondary success as an indicator of a successful
school counseling program and noted how they intentionally worked with their juniors and
seniors. Participants mentioned that they try to maintain constant communication with this group
of students and their parents so that each can realize their postsecondary goals. Brooke and
Phyllis scheduled themselves as the seniors’ advisory time teachers, and Kate used Google
Classroom to communicate with students about scholarship opportunities, college visits,
application deadlines, and graduation due dates. Colleen and Sharon share information during
individual planning sessions and incorporate college planning and work skills into their lessons
and internship assignments.

All participants noted that they relied on the relationships they had with students,
teachers, administrators, parents, and community members to ensure students received the most

comprehensive services. The participants indicated that they had a special understanding with the
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students, in which the students knew when they were in the role of their teacher and when they
were serving as a school counselor. The long-term relationships that the participants cultivated
with other staff and administrators allowed them to gain assistance with delivering some baseline
social-emotional language and try new approaches to deliver content. Several of the school
counselors mentioned parental and community support to supplement learning with hands-on
experiences. The participants leveraged these relationships and remained dedicated to school
counseling program management that was focused on proactive planning rather than reactive
services.

Research Question 2: How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural
Kansas schools leverage their strengths to impact students in their community?

A strength that the participants had across cases was deep relational capital with students,
staff, and the community. The advantage of knowing the students over several years, as is
common in rural communities (Crumb et al., 2023; Schaftt, 2016; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014),
is that they have established trust. The participants indicated that this trust is essential when they
have to have tough conversations with students or when confidentiality is paramount, but not
always guaranteed in a small town (Fears et al., 2023; Sutton & Pearson, 2002). When discussing
the benefits of serving in dual roles, the participants mentioned that teaching gave them another
way to access students and learn about little conflicts occurring among students so they can
address issues before they become big problems. These examples of their relationships with
students helped the school counselors to better understand student needs and aspirations,
positioning them to better impact their students.

The participants mentioned that having the added teaching position helped them to gain

teachers’ trust, which, in turn, benefited the students. Having a classroom teaching background
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enabled participants to not only have strong classroom management skills but also empathy for
the work involved in teaching. For instance, Phyllis shared that the teaching perspective helps
her to be “flexible about trying to work around schedules and what’s convenient for [the
teachers].” Brooke highlighted how she built credibility with the teachers, sharing, “I feel like
they see me working just as hard as they are.” Understanding both counseling competencies and
their class objectives also allowed participants to integrate counseling lessons into their teaching
duties. For Phyllis, this helped her to be more efficient with her time by delivering 6™ and 7"
grade classroom counseling lessons during her class time. Likewise, the other counselors
mentioned that they could deliver counseling content during classroom time when opportunities
arose.

The school counselors also referenced their own visibility in the community, which was
often further enhanced by their dual roles. In most cases, this exposure provided an avenue to
network with businesses and community organizations to enlist their support for student
activities and other school initiatives. Brooke’s close relationships in the community were
maintained through her connection with the Yearbook, and those same community members
supported local scholarship opportunities for her students. Colleen used her community
connections from her leadership course to bring in guest speakers to talk to the student body
about postsecondary and career success topics. While Sharon’s connections with local businesses
support internship opportunities for students, she is also able to call on their support when
families are in crisis or need school supplies or other resources during the year. These examples
highlight how the school counselors leveraged their dual roles and the relationships that emerged

as a result into positive student impacts.
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School districts serve as the social, institutional, and economic backbone of rural
communities (Johnson & Harmon, 2025; Schafft, 2016), and the participants demonstrated how
school counselors often step into leadership roles to meet students’ needs. Each counselor
identified a gap in services and used their leadership strengths to close it. Brooke united rural
school counselors across the region to share resources and ensure students had equitable
postsecondary opportunities. Colleen exemplified leadership by expanding in-person and online
dual credit offerings that helped students along their career pathway. Recognizing severe
shortages in local mental health services, Phyllis and Sharon advocated for their students by
joining community coalitions to expand those services in their districts, while Kate advocated for
the students’ well-being by creating a comprehensive mental health resource packet for her
families. These acts of leadership, while often unseen, were highly impactful and reflective of
the resourceful assets that rural leaders bring to their communities (Crumb et al., 2023).

Research Question 3: How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural
Kansas schools navigate the ambiguity of their job-related situation?

Ambiguity is predicted by role theory, which emphasizes the tension when expectations
of multiple roles compete or contradict (Ivey & Robin, 1966; Sarbin, 1966). When asked about
moments of conflict between their teaching and school counseling roles, participants offered
varied examples shaped by their unique contexts. Some participants highlighted conflicts arising
from classroom interactions. Colleen described a misunderstanding with a student that escalated
to the student wanting to drop her class, requiring her to de-emphasize her role as the student’s
teacher and use her counseling skills to focus on the student’s well-being. Similarly, Kate shared
a situation in which a student was disciplined for misbehaving in her classroom and how she had

to deal with feeling hurt and potentially harming their therapeutic relationship. Kate also noted
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that students recognized clear differences in how she behaved depending on whether she was
acting as their teacher or school counselor. These examples reflect the role conflict that occurs
when a worker assumes multiple roles within an organization and cannot meet the expectations
of both roles simultaneously (Cinotti, 2014; Culbreth et al., 2005).

Role ambiguity may also occur when the role expectations differ based on who is
defining the role, or there is insufficient knowledge as to how to meet job expectations (Blake,
2020; Mayers & Zepeda, 2002). Some of the school counselors emphasized challenges tied to
shifting duties and external expectations. Sharon shared that during the first two weeks of each
semester, when she was in the classroom full-time, she had to switch gears and set aside
counseling responsibilities. This left her unavailable to meet with students or respond to parent
phone calls. Brooke and Kate described times when they were pulled from both their teaching
and school counseling roles to handle disciplinary tasks, typically assigned to school
administrators. Phyllis, who added school counseling responsibilities to her existing teaching
load at her first school, described needing to become more guarded with parents who were her
personal friends in order to maintain student confidentiality.

Collectively, the participants’ experiences with role ambiguity stemmed from multiple
sources. In addition to serving as both school counselors and teachers, they were often expected
to act as disciplinarians, parents, friends, or community leaders. They acknowledged this
ambiguity and emphasized the importance of defining their roles proactively to prevent
misunderstandings and minimize the risk of absorbing additional duties.

Organization emerged as a key strategy for navigating their competing expectations.
Most participants stressed the need for structured schedules and prepared lesson plans so they

could manage crises or unexpected situations without compromising responsibilities to other
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students. Colleen explained, “You can’t have your feet in both worlds during that timeframe,”
while Brooke noted that clearly communicating her schedule helps prevent others from assuming
she is available for extra tasks. Kate shared that her well-established Spanish curriculum gave
her more bandwidth to organize her counseling responsibilities, and Sharon summarized the
group’s perspective, stating “I live by my calendar.” Together, the participants agreed that strong
organizational skills are essential for any new school counselor, especially those working in dual
roles.

Strong relationships with administrators, staff, and students made boundary setting less
contentious for the school counselors. Participants described how having trusting relationships
with their administrators allowed them to develop creative scheduling solutions, including
adding counseling lessons to the master schedule, designating blocks of time for student
meetings and lessons, or placing teaching duties at times that least interfered with school
counseling duties. Several counselors emphasized the value of establishing boundaries early.
Phyllis asked explicit questions during her interview about additional duties to ensure alignment
with school counseling roles, while Kate later wished she had requested a clear list of
responsibilities before accepting the position, as she ultimately had to renegotiate her role when
overwhelmed. When discussing advice for new rural school counselors, Brooke highlighted
prioritizing relationships, noting that “the relationship with the kid, with each student is just the
core to this job,” and stressed the need to set boundaries with administrators and “learn to say
no.”

Participants also acknowledged the inherent give and take of working in rural schools
while balancing teaching and school counseling responsibilities. Both Kate and Phyllis pointed

out that counselors could easily become overloaded if they attempted to meet all components of
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the ASCA National Model while also teaching part of the day. As a result, many of the school
counselors made deliberate choices about their program delivery to focus on activities with the
greatest impact. For example, Brooke, Phyllis, and Kate prioritized grade-level or small-group
work and limited reactive one-on-one counseling. In contrast, Colleen and Sharon opted to work
with students individually, since most of their time is spent on postsecondary planning, which is
unique to each student. This balancing act also affected their teaching. Kate described times
when counseling demands left her less prepared for Spanish classes, and Phyllis noted that
planning counseling lessons alongside her 6"/7% grade leadership class took a great deal of time,
which limited her time for other counseling activities.

The participants also offered insights on how counselor education programs could better
prepare graduate students for rural school settings or for positions in which they must perform
dual roles. While relationship building and organizational skills were central to their success,
they also stressed the importance of the interview process as an opportunity to review expected
duties and agree on boundaries that need to be honored in order to best serve students. Phyllis
noted that her program frequently discussed rural school settings and sometimes framed the
ASCA National Model with attention to how activities might need to be adapted in rural settings.
Participants mentioned that graduate programs should note the differences in leadership
structures between rural and urban settings. They also shared that it often falls on the rural school
counselor to advocate for their role, especially when administrators may be unfamiliar with the
scope of school counseling. Sharon best relayed this message well, sharing, “You need to prove
your worth. You need to prove to them why the counseling program is important. So, doing
things in the community, doing things around school, showing them this is what’s going on in

the counseling department.”
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Research Question 4: How do school counselors with other teaching duties in rural
Kansas schools advocate for their professional identity?

When reflecting on how they advocate for their professional identity, all participants
focused on advocacy for their school counseling role. For three of them, being the sole school
counselor in their building meant that protecting the integrity of the role rested entirely on their
shoulders. Their experiences reflected existing research showing that rural school counselors,
who often lack specialized supervision and access to additional support services, must self-
advocate to sustain effective programs (Blake, 2020; Bright, 2020; Chandler et al., 2018; Grimes,
2020). Brooke’s perspective was that advocacy was evident through the production of positive
student outcomes. She did not necessarily view advocacy as position-related but chose to
emphasize doing whatever it takes to ensure her students’ success. This aligns with research that
asserts that counselors in rural areas are expected to be team players, doing what it takes to
maintain strong educational ideals (Boulden et al., 2022; Crumb et al., 2019; McConnell, 1994;
Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Phyllis, who stepped into her building’s first school counseling
position after several years without one, reported continually defining and defending her role to
staff and the community. Colleen, Sharon, and Phyllis also explained that because their
classroom lessons closely aligned with school counseling content, they consistently enacted the
counselor identity in both roles. This alignment strengthened their confidence in their
professional identity and allowed them to advocate for the school counseling role through their
professional activities, leadership, and unique expertise.

The participants also embraced their teaching backgrounds as an integral part of their
professional identity. They viewed their experience as teachers as an asset that enhanced their

effectiveness as school counselors, particularly in understanding school culture and how schools
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function. Sharon noted that colleagues without a teaching background might understand how to
modify a student’s schedule but not recognize how such changes affect teachers’ workloads,
class sizes, and classroom dynamics. Phyllis echoed this perspective, explaining that teaching
experience gave her empathy for teachers and helped her determine when it was appropriate to
call students out of class. Phyllis also felt she could serve as a bridge between students and
teachers because she understood both perspectives. Colleen, Brooke, and Kate added that their
teaching backgrounds shaped their approach to learning and student support, influencing
everything from helping students with academic coursework to applying classroom-management
skills and collaborating with teachers on strategies to address student behavior.

Because rural communities rely heavily on earned interpersonal trust (Bright, 2020;
Schafft, 2016), the participants emphasized that advocacy for their professional identity is
fundamentally relational. They described tailoring their communication to their audiences to
correct misconceptions about the school counseling role. Colleen noted that many parents still
assume school counselors simply manage schedules, while Phyllis found herself re-educating
both the community and staff about the evolving nature of school counseling. Sharon described
coming to community meetings prepared to speak about the impact of school counselors on
student success, and she emphasized that teachers can become some of the strongest advocates
for school counselors once trust is established. “We have to prove to them that we are busy,
we’re doing stuff,” she explained. Consistency also emerged as an important factor. Kate worked
to present her counseling role consistently, although she noted that colleagues sometimes viewed
her more as a teacher or, at times, expected her to assume administrative responsibilities. Across
cases, participants relied on their relational skills to build trust, communicate their roles clearly,

and advocate both for their professional identity and for the students they serve.
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Contributions to the Literature

The interviews revealed five interconnected themes that each contributed to

understanding how rural Kansas school counselors with other teaching duties manage their roles

and respond to the study’s four research questions. Table 5.1 provides an overview of how

components of each theme aligned with and informed the research questions.

Table 5.1 The Intersection of Interview Themes and Research Questions

Theme 3:
Research Theme 1: Theme 2: Relationships Theme 4: Theme 5:
Question Availabili Navigatin as Central to  Rurality and Advocacy and
galing y y
(RQ) and Time Role Conflict Success Resources Leadership
. . e Partnering
RQ1: o Implgmentmg « Managing with
Manage creative .
their school scheduling fime colleagues
. . affected by e Building
counseling e Prioritizing
. dual roles student
program contact time
rapport
EQ 2: e Utilizing * Engaglng e Demonstrating
everage . community .
relational leadership to
strengths to . support
. capital . benefit students
impact e Leveraging
students dual roles
e Maintaining o Navigating
RQ 3: strong' . differing o Estal?lzshzng * Drawing on Communicating
. organization trusting counselor .

Navigate S role . . . proactively
ambiguity e Prioritizing expectations relationships ~ education

high-impact resources

activities
RQ 4: o FEducating
A dvo.ca te e Practicing e Embracing others about
for their advocacy as role role
professional relational visibility o Setting and
identi maintaining
identity boundaries

This study confirms research outlining how school counselors with a high load of non-

counseling duties can face challenges delivering comprehensive school counseling programs and

achieving positive student outcomes (Boulden et al., 2022; Greiner & Hatton, 2023; Mullen et
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al., 2019). However, the interview results also illustrated the specific strategies participants used
every day to manage their responsibilities, including strategic scheduling, leveraging support
staff and colleagues for classroom coverage, weaving counseling standards into their teaching
duties, and prioritizing activities that both maintained essential components of the ASCA
National Model and provided the largest student impact. Each case showed how school
counselors with other teaching duties in rural schools could effectively maintain the integrity of a
school counseling program despite their situational barriers. By showing practical strategies used
by real school counselors when time is limited due to teaching or other non-counseling duties,
this knowledge could inform practitioners of strategies to navigate such situational challenges.
The results also build on what we know about rural school challenges, including financial
constraints, staffing shortages, geographic isolation, limited external support services, and
minimal visibility among policymakers (Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014).
While literature tends to emphasize the deficits and constraints of the rural context. The
counselors in this study showed how critical assets and relational strengths can actually help
them do their jobs. The participants’ deep relational capital with students, staff, parents, and
community members reflects the close-knit nature of rural settings (Grimes, 2020; Johnson &
Harmon, 2025; Schafft, 2016). However, this study demonstrates how those relationships can
serve as functional tools to help school counselors spot problems early, communicate essential
information to parents, partner with teachers, and connect students with resources that promote
postsecondary success. Additionally, the results of this study reinforce a rural cultural wealth
model (Crumb et al., 2023) and advance the idea that assets such as strong interpersonal
relationships and community connections can be used to mitigate the complications that arise

when asked to serve in dual roles.
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The literature on role theory indicates that individuals with overlapping responsibilities
can experience role ambiguity or confusion regarding job expectations (Culbreth et al., 2005;
Sarbin, 1966, Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). This study expands on those findings by identifying the
sources of ambiguity unique to these participants serving in dual roles, including disciplinary
expectations, complicated relationships with students, peers, and parents, the visibility of their
work, and shifts in workloads depending on the time of year (e.g., state testing times, beginning
of the school year, graduation). This study also shows how school counselors can mitigate role
ambiguity through strong organizational skills, transparent communication, boundary-setting,
and proactively defining their roles. Hearing the actual experiences where participants
encountered conflict, addressed it, and moved forward with determination and acceptance
reinforces the high professional standard to which rural school counselors hold themselves.

Finally, these findings strengthen what we know about the positive impacts of rural
school counselor leadership and advocacy (Feirsen, 2021; Stone-Johnson, 2015; Yavuz et al.,
2017) by illustrating how participants used a flexible, responsive approach that was often
informal rather than positional. For instance, each participant identified gaps in services and used
their strengths and connections to fill them, whether that meant building regional networks,
expanding dual-credit options, joining mental health coalitions, or creating resources for
families. The findings show that rural school counselors can advocate for their role by
advocating for their students and show, through their professionalism and strong work ethic, the

value of their school counseling program, regardless of the additional duties they may also hold.
Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting findings.

First, the relatively small sample size and geographically bounded nature of the participant group
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limit the generalizability of the results. As is common in phenomenological research, the goal
was depth rather than breadth, but a smaller number of participants inherently restricts the range
of experiences represented (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, the study was conducted in
Kansas, a state that does not mandate school counselors. This policy differs from state to state
(DeAngelis et al., 2022; Meyer & Bell, 2023) and may influence role expectations, staffing
patterns, and professional preparation pathways. Kansas’s unique demographic and educational
landscape may narrow the transferability of the findings to other settings.

Second, participants self-selected into the study, which introduces the possibility of self-
selection bias. Individuals who volunteered may have been especially passionate about, or
affected by, the phenomenon being explored, or may possess stronger advocacy or leadership
skills, higher confidence, or a greater capacity to reflect on their experiences than those who did
not participate. The five interviewees were primarily seasoned educators with established
credibility in their communities. Newer school counselors or those who are less embedded in
their community were not represented. Also, the sample reflected the “grow-your-own” pathway
common in Kansas (KSDE, 2021a), limiting perspectives from other preparation models.

Third, the time-bound nature of the study presents an additional limitation. The
participant interviews were conducted between December 2, 2024, and February 21, 2025, and
members reviewed their interview transcripts by June 2025. Data collection captured a particular
moment in participants’ professional experiences, which may not reflect long-term shifts in
school counselor roles, resources, or community needs.

Finally, as with all qualitative research, the researcher’s positionality shaped aspects of
the study. My professional background, beliefs about school counseling, and familiarity with

rural education may have influenced data collection and interpretation. To mitigate potential
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bias, I employed strategies such as reflexive notetaking, debriefing with peers, and the use of
rich, thick description when presenting findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994).
While these steps enhance trustworthiness, they cannot fully eliminate the influence of

researcher subjectivity.
Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Preparation

According to the State of the American Teacher Survey (Steiner et al., 2025), nearly one-
third of teachers identified supporting students’ mental health and well-being as one of their top
three sources of job-related stress. This challenge is often heightened in rural communities,
where educators tend to be geographically isolated and have limited access to physical and
mental health support services (Fears et al., 2023; Johnson & Harmon, 2025; Showalter et al.,
2025; Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). Counselor preparation programs
are, therefore, well-positioned to develop innovative strategies that support efforts to enhance the
rural school counseling workforce. In this section, I offer three considerations for school
counselor preparation programs.

1.1. Include rural school counseling factors in counselor preparation courses.

The participants in this study were seasoned rural educators deeply embedded in their
communities, bringing with them a wealth of contextual knowledge. However, strengthening the
rural school counseling workforce may require preparing individuals who have limited
familiarity with rural communities. Counselor preparation programs can more explicitly
incorporate rurality by discussing how school structures, professional expectations, and available
resources in rural settings differ from those in suburban or urban schools (Boulden & Schimmel,

2022; Fears et al., 2023).
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Embedding rural education scenarios into coursework can help graduate students evaluate
their own capacities for managing varied workloads and navigating roles that may include
teaching or other responsibilities beyond school counseling. Programs may also wish to provide
structured opportunities to practice negotiation strategies for approaching job offers that differ
from ASCA’s recommended role definitions. Additionally, coursework or supervised
experiences that emphasize relational skill-building, resourcefulness, and collaborative problem
solving can promote school counseling behaviors that rural communities often value (Crumb et
al., 2023).

1.2. Provide school counseling-related action research opportunities in rural communities.

Rurality remains under explored within many counselor preparation programs, leaving
graduates with limited exposure to rural contexts and their unique challenges and assets. Boulden
and Schimmel (2022) noted that rural considerations are frequently absent from counselor
training. Research by Belansky et al. (2024) demonstrates that rural immersion experiences can
serve as promising strategies to attract future school counselors to rural communities.
Furthermore, while traditional rural education research has often been framed through a deficit
lens, Crumb et al.’s (2023) rural cultural wealth model encourages practitioners to highlight rural
strengths and community assets. Participants in this study highlighted several such assets,
including community support, resourcefulness, and ingenuity, which contributed to their ability
to generate positive student outcomes even when serving as both a school counselor and a
teacher.

Action research opportunities that place future school counselors in rural schools to map
community and school-based assets would help deepen their understanding of rural educational

ecosystems. These experiences would not only enrich the rural education research base but may
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also increase graduate students’ willingness to consider rural placements. When paired with a
focus on rural community assets, such immersion experiences may enhance both recruitment into
rural districts and the development of positive, asset-focused perceptions of rural education.
1.3. Equip school counselors to advocate for their role.

Participants in this study described various ways they led initiatives and advocated for the
school counseling role within their community. Their accounts also included examples of their
students’ postsecondary successes, underscoring the potential impact of effective school
counseling programs even when school counselors serve in dual or expanded roles. Existing
research suggests that when school counselors carry substantial non-counseling duties, their
ability to support students’ academic, social-emotional, and career development may be
compromised (Blake, 2020; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012; Mullen et al., 2019).
To equip new counselors for these challenges, counselor preparation programs should provide
training in data collection, analysis, and reporting. These skills enable school counselors,
especially those serving in dual roles, to identify service gaps, document the outcomes of their
work, and advocate more effectively for role clarity and student well-being. Strengthening
advocacy and data-literacy skills may help future rural school counselors navigate complex role
expectations and promote more comprehensive support systems for students.

Recommendation 2: Practice

Participants in this study identified concrete strategies they used to manage their school
counseling programs, positively impact students, navigate the ambiguity of their job-related
situations, and advocate for their professional identity within their schools. Their experiences

offer practical insights that may support school counselors working in similar rural contexts. This
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section outlines two practice-oriented considerations that build on participants’ strategies and
address realities faced by rural school counselors.

2.1. Document strategies that preserve the integrity of school counseling programs while
accounting for job-related situations.

Participants described a range of strategies they employed to maintain effective school
counseling programs despite holding additional teaching responsibilities. For example, they used
creative scheduling approaches to ensure that time for direct counseling services was
intentionally built into their daily routines. They also collaborated closely with colleagues to
meet student needs, ensuring students receive support in the academic, social-emotional, and
career development domains. The school counselors emphasized relationship-building and
leadership skills as central mechanisms for supporting students. Strong relationships with
students, staff, and the broader community enabled them to influence student outcomes even
when faced with position-related ambiguity. To manage this ambiguity, they relied on strong
organizational skills, prioritized high-impact school counseling program delivery methods, and
communicated proactively to set boundaries and manage expectations.

In advocating for their professional identity, participants embraced the visibility afforded
to them through their counseling and teaching positions. This visibility offered opportunities to
educate others about the value and purpose of the school counseling role. Although this study
reflects the experiences of a small sample, the participants identified practical strategies that may
be instructive for others navigating rural school counseling roles and the inherent tensions that
accompany them. With more documentation of effective strategies, future rural school
counselors in similar job-related situations will be better equipped to sustain comprehensive

programs.
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2.2. Promote the impact of rural school counselors on student outcomes.

Research suggests that rural school administrators may have limited awareness of the
benefits associated with comprehensive school counseling programs (Hanna, 2019; Lane et al.,
2020). As a result, administrator decision-making may prioritize teaching positions over support
personnel, particularly when resources are constrained (Blake, 2020; DeAngelis et al., 2022).
Participants in this study demonstrated the ingenuity required to blend teaching duties with
counseling responsibilities while still producing meaningful student outcomes. Their experiences
illustrate that even when holding multiple roles, rural school counselors can maintain and
promote their professional identities.

Promoting the impact of the school counseling role is, therefore, a critical consideration
for practicing school counselors and advocates of rural education. Rural school counselors may
benefit from collective advocacy efforts that communicate the value of their work broadly. This
advocacy could take the form of joint presentations at regional or national conferences,
submitting reports to local school boards or local media outlets, hosting informational sessions
for rural administrators, or arranging focused meetings with district leadership. Such efforts
enable rural school counselors to share evidence of their impact and reinforce their importance
within the school system.

By proactively demonstrating the value of their contributions, school counselors can be
better positioned when rural schools face challenges such as financial constraints, staff turnover,
or declining enrollment. As one participant, Sharon, emphasized, in these moments of
uncertainty, counselors must be ready to “prove their worth” so that administrators can make

informed, data-driven decisions. Strengthening collective advocacy for the role of rural school
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counselors may help ensure that comprehensive school counseling services are recognized and
preserved, even when faced with competing priorities.
Recommendation 3: Policy

The school counselors in this study arrived at their dual roles through a variety of
pathways, reflecting the complex nature of staffing decisions in rural schools. Phyllis initially
accepted her position, believing she would be a full-time school counselor, but later assumed a
teaching role to address a gap in the elective schedule for sixth and seventh graders. Kate began
her career as a Spanish teacher and absorbed school counseling duties when the previous
counselor retired. Brooke accepted a combined position from the outset, balancing the Yearbook
class with counseling responsibilities. Colleen added a dual-credit course to her workload after
recognizing the benefits it would offer students and because she had the required certification.
Sharon’s position was created in response to emerging needs for postsecondary planning, and her
internship duties fit naturally with that work.

Even though the participants’ paths were different, research shows that policies should
support school counselors working as closely as possible to the ASCA National Model (Blake,
2020; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012; Chandler et al., 2018; Frank et al., 2025).
For example, Colorado’s initiative to increase the number of school counselors as part of a
broader effort to retain teachers lowered student-to-counselor ratios and contributed to positive
student outcomes (Belansky et al., 2024). These findings suggest that when school counselors are
more accessible in their school counseling role, students benefit academically, socially, and
emotionally. However, policymakers often have limited interaction with or exposure to rural
school districts, which may result in insufficient understanding of the pressures, staffing

constraints, and contextual factors that push school counselors into dual teaching roles or
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additional non-counseling duties (Bright, 2020; Hartman et al., 2023; Schafft, 2016; Showalter et
al., 2025). The following policy considerations aim to address this gap.
3.1. Create clear processes for assigning extra duties for school counselors.

Assigning teaching or non-counseling responsibilities to school counselors reduces the
time they can devote to core counseling functions. Furthermore, when school counselors are
pulled from teaching duties to address crises or urgent needs, instructional consistency for the
remaining students is disrupted. While the rural school counselors in this study identified
effective strategies for managing such scenarios, policy frameworks at both the local and state
levels could help to more clearly define how decisions about additional duties should be made.

Kansas presents a particular challenge. Because the state does not mandate school
counselors, there is no established system to report when counselors also serve in teaching roles
or to track the extent of these dual-role assignments. As seen in Phyllis’s case, what may appear
to be a temporary arrangement can quickly evolve into a long-term expectation. A useful first
step would be for school districts to report how often school counselors are assigned teaching or
non-counseling duties. After collecting this information, districts could create a process to
consider potential impacts, such as gaps in academic, social-emotional, or career support, or
reduced access to mental health support for students.

Such policies serve dual purposes: (1) they require district leaders to pause and critically
consider the scope and value of the school counseling role, and (2) they create a documented
rationale for how both academic and mental health needs are being addressed. Over time,
aggregating these reports statewide may bring more attention to disparities in school counseling
services across districts and help bring greater policy attention to the essential contributions of

school counselors.
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3.2. Incentivize rural mental health and counseling supports.

Participants in this study described significant gaps in obtaining external mental health
and wellness resources for their students. This was often compounded by limited transportation,
long travel distances, or families’ inability to attend appointments consistently. Telehealth
emerged as a promising strategy for some of the rural communities as did community
partnerships that helped reduce mental health stigmas and expand access to care. However, the
participants in this study, like other rural school counselors, found themselves leading these
efforts (Boulden & Henry, 2025; Grimes et al., 2013; Grimes et al., 2023; Kirsch et al., 2025;
Sutton & Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). For example, both Phyllis and Sharon
described reaching out to community coalitions to expand services in their districts, and Kate
used her knowledge of the mental health services landscape in her region to provide contact
information and resources to her families. In each case, the participants took part in advocacy
efforts that honored the culture and specific needs in their communities.

Policies and funding streams that recognize the enhanced school-community relationship
in rural areas (Schafft, 2016) and encourage rural districts to identify service gaps and develop
community-specific local solutions could strengthen student well-being while also building a
knowledge base of effective rural mental health practices. Grants, pilot-program funding,
partnerships with community mental health agencies, or state-level reimbursements for telehealth
services made available to rural communities could spur innovation and bring more interest-
holders together toward a common goal. By supporting rural school districts’ efforts to innovate,
policymakers can help address longstanding disparities in mental health access while ensuring

that school counselors are not solely responsible for filling systemic service gaps (Boulden &
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Henry, 2025; Bright, 2020; Crumb et al., 2019; Holmes et al., 2026; Wimberly & Brickman,
2014).
Recommendation 4: Representation

Rural school counselors often work in relative isolation. Many are the only counselors in
their school and are separated by long distances from colleagues in similar roles (Childs et al.,
2022; Hines, 2002). As a result, rural school counselors report relying on their state and national
professional organizations for support, networking, and resources (Boulden et al., 2022).
Participants in this study described the ASCA National Model as a key framework that guided
their service delivery and advocacy efforts. Yet rural school counselors continue to experience
unique contextual challenges, including heavier non-counseling responsibilities and increased
expectations to be involved in the community when compared to their urban counterparts
(Bright, 2020; Grimes et al., 2013; McConnell, 1994). Limited resources, time constraints, and
multiple job duties make it harder for rural school counselors to implement comprehensive
programs or formally document their impact for recognition programs such as RAMP (Boulden
et al., 2022; Mullen et al., 2019). The following recommendations outline ways that state and
national school counseling organizations can better recognize and support the expertise,
ingenuity, and contextual realities of rural school counselors.

4.1. Account for rural ingenuity in awards and recognition efforts.

Participants in this study demonstrated rural ingenuity and resourcefulness through the
creative, community-driven strategies they used to support students academically, socially, and
emotionally. They leveraged assets such as strong community relationships, personal strengths,
and a deep understanding of their local context to expand access to mental health support,

promote postsecondary readiness, and address academic needs, demonstrating values aligned
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with a rural cultural wealth model (Crumb et al., 2023). This ingenuity was particularly evident
in how the school counselors promoted their students’ postsecondary success. For example,
Colleen leveraged her proximity to and relationship with a nearby university to expose students
to college coursework. Similarly, Brooke, Phyllis, and Kate reported that their schools do not
provide Advanced Placement courses; instead, they emphasize dual credit opportunities so their
students can enter college or technical programs with most general education requirements
completed. Brooke described how the design of her classroom and office allowed her to work
closely with students to support their success in dual credit coursework, which is an important
consideration given that delaying these courses until the first year of college can pose a barrier
for students pursuing a technical career.

Despite the prevalence of such innovative practices across rural school counseling
programs, existing recognition systems, such as RAMP, have not fully captured these strengths.
In 2026, Kansas, a state made up largely of rural communities, celebrated its first-ever RAMP
recipient since the national recognition program began in 2004 (ASCA, n.d.). While this
milestone recipient worked in a school located in a small city rather than a rural school, the
recognition still represents a meaningful step forward for the state (ASCA, n.d.; NCES, n.d.-b).
Encouraging rural school counselors to include narrative components in their impact reports that
highlight the unique characteristics and needs of their communities may help broaden
participation in RAMP and similar recognition programs.

Rural school counselors who have sought RAMP certification have reported a need for
resources tailored to rural contexts, such as trainings and information tailored to the needs of
rural school communities (Boulden et al., 2022). Creating opportunities to highlight rural

practices and accomplishments could bring greater visibility of rural school counselors in

139



leadership roles and may also reduce stigma surrounding mental health in rural communities
(Crumb et al., 2019). Such efforts may also encourage more individuals to pursue school
counseling positions in rural areas by showcasing the meaningful impact these professionals
have on students and communities.

4.2. Develop targeted resources for rural school counselors with teaching or dual roles.

Rural school counselors often lack voice and visibility in broader professional
conversations, and there is no single school counseling program or strategy that fits every rural
community (Grimes et al., 2019; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). State and national organizations
can support these professionals by developing resources designed specifically for rural contexts,
such as program implementation toolkits, advocacy materials, or position statements that address
dual-role expectations.

Some of the participants in this study acknowledged that fully replicating the ASCA
National Model was unrealistic given their job-related situations. Instead, they adapted their
practices to fit local circumstances while preserving the most impactful components of a
comprehensive school counseling program. When official resources validate these adaptations,
school counselors may feel less shame or inadequacy about deviating from ASCA-aligned
recommendations due to their rural constraints. Recognition of these realities can empower more
school counselors to use creative, context-based solutions to implement effective programs.

Involving rural school counselors in the creation of these resources ensures that the
materials reflect real circumstances, including school size, staffing structures, professional
responsibilities, and distance from training opportunities (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Sutton &
Pearson, 2002; Wimberly & Brickman, 2014). This collaborative approach also reinforces the

idea that school counseling organizations, higher education programs, and state agencies share
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responsibility for supporting rural school counselors and, ultimately, the well-being of rural
students.
4.3. Provide professional development that centers rural voices.

Participants in this study described how connecting with other rural counselors helped
reduce isolation and supported their professional growth. For example, Brooke developed a
network of nearby rural school counselors who met regularly to process challenges and share
resources. Kate similarly benefited from her involvement in organizations related to mental
health as well as Spanish teaching. However, rural school counselors with teaching duties face
barriers in accessing professional development. Their professional development time is
frequently divided between academic initiatives and counseling responsibilities, and rural
schools may lack funding, substitute coverage, or may be a significant distance from conferences
or workshop sites (Grimes, 2020). When rural-focused professional development is offered,
counselors may feel more motivated to attend because they can see how the content relates
directly to their circumstances. This can help them bring innovative solutions back to their
schools, expand their professional networks, and advance their ability to provide leadership.

Offering professional development opportunities that are rural-specific also reinforces the
intersection of school counseling and rural education. It acknowledges both the challenges and
assets of rural communities and provides both current and future school counselors with a
stronger foundation for building effective programs. Through these efforts, professional
organizations can help ensure that rural school counselors have the tools and support necessary

to meet the needs of the students and communities they serve.
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Future Research

This phenomenological collective case study offered detailed insight into the experiences
of rural school counselors in Kansas who also hold teaching duties, but broader quantitative or
mixed-methods research would help determine the extent and patterns of school counselors with
other teaching duties nationally. Future studies could survey rural school counselors across
multiple states to measure how frequently dual roles occur and how school counselors perceive
the impact of those additional responsibilities on role clarity, job satisfaction, and their ability to
deliver comprehensive programs. Other studies might examine correlations between increased
role demands and school counseling program implementation indicators, such as the delivery of
school counseling lessons, career planning, or academic interventions.

This study was limited in that it only examined the school counselor’s perspective of their
job-related situation. Future research would also benefit from examining rural school
administrators’ perspectives on assigning individuals to dual roles. Because administrative
decision-making shapes school counselor workloads (Blake, 2020; DeAngelis et al., 2022;
Hanna, 2019), future research could examine rural administrators’ rationales, constraints, and
beliefs regarding the assignment of teaching duties to their school counseling members.
Understanding the decision-making process may help identify policy or structural changes that
better support rural school counseling programs.

Role conflict consistently appeared in participants’ experiences in this study, yet
participants demonstrated adaptability through boundary-setting, creative scheduling, and
blending counseling and teaching practices. Further research could investigate how school

counselors learn to navigate dual roles over time, which strategies are most effective in rural
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settings, and how those strategies are viewed by administrators, teachers, and students in rural
communities.

The findings in this study also pointed toward rural cultural wealth as a promising area
for study. Participants leveraged assets such as strong relationships, resourcefulness, and
community support to meet student needs. Future studies might examine rural cultural wealth
more intentionally as a theoretical framework by exploring how school counselors leverage local
assets, how rural values shape program design, and how community partnerships contribute to
student well-being.

Finally, research should focus on counselor preparation programs and the professional
development needs of individuals who may eventually assume dual roles. Studies could
investigate the extent to which training programs address rural contexts, the types of professional
development rural school counselors find most useful when serving in both counseling and
teaching roles, and how partnerships between universities and rural school districts can better
support school counselors as they begin their careers.

Conclusion

The intent of this study was to gain greater insight into how rural school counselors who
also hold other teaching duties manage their school counseling programs, leverage their strengths
to impact students in their communities, navigate the ambiguity of their job-related situations,
and advocate for their professional identities. Common experiences of five school counselors in
rural Kansas schools were presented by identifying five themes that emerged from the interview
data, including availability and time, navigating role conflict, relationships as central to success,
rurality and resources, and advocacy and leadership. In this chapter, I discussed the major

findings related to each research question and their contributions to the literature. Expanding on
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the literature, this study revealed specific strategies rural school counselors with other teaching
duties used to manage their school counseling programs, despite the extra non-counseling
responsibilities. Relationships were central to the participants’ success, as they demonstrated
how relational capital with administrators, staff, and students can serve as functional tools to
impact students and address role ambiguity. Finally, this study acknowledged the importance of
leadership and advocacy but also highlighted how the rural school counselors’ leadership and
advocacy were often flexible and informal and not necessarily based on the position in which
they were operating at the time.

Recommendations from this study identified considerations for counselor education
programs, such as including rural factors in counselor preparation courses, providing action
research opportunities in rural communities, and equipping school counselors to advocate for
their role. I also encouraged practicing rural school counselors to document their strategies and
to promote the impact of rural school counselors on student outcomes. I offered considerations
for school leaders and policymakers that involved creating clear processes for assigning extra
duties to school counselors and incentivizing rural mental health and counseling supports.
Recommendations also encouraged state and national school counseling organizations to account
for rural ingenuity in recognition efforts, develop targeted resources for school counselors with
teaching or dual roles, and provide professional development that centers rural voices.

Further research should build on this study by examining the roles of school counselors
with other teaching duties on a larger scale, including national surveys and studies that
incorporate administrators’ perspectives. Additional work is also needed to explore how rural
cultural assets, professional preparation, and ongoing professional development can better equip

school counselors working in rural settings. By documenting the lived experiences, strategies,
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and rural assets these participants leveraged, this study provides new qualitative evidence on
rural school counselors’ unique job-related situations and lays a foundation for future work on

school counselor preparation, practice, policy, and representation.
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Appendix B - Research Study Recruitment Letter

Are you a licensed school counselor in Kansas who also holds a teaching duty?

Are you a licensed school counselor in Kansas who also teaches? If so, I would love to hear from
you! I am doing a research study to learn more about the experiences of school counselors who
balance both roles in rural Kansas schools.

As someone who used to be a middle school counselor and math teacher in a small town, I care a
lot about understanding this unique situation. This study aims to inform school counseling
practices, counselor education, and rural education topics.

Who Can Join the Study?
I am looking for school counselors who have held teaching duties (at any grade level and in any

subject area) alongside their counseling role in an accredited rural Kansas school at any time
since the 2021-2022 school year.

What Does Participation Involve?
1. Confidential Screening Survey: Provide contact information and work details to
confirm eligibility (see link below).
2. Interview: A 60—90-minute interview (in person or via Zoom) to discuss your
experiences, audio-recorded for accuracy.
3. Review Findings: You will have a chance to review summaries of the data to make sure
your thoughts and experiences are captured accurately.

If you are interested, please fill out this confidential screening survey:
https://kstate.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0D7M8PbJjBa73P8

Your insights are very important. They can help us better understand the challenges and
strengths of being a school counselor and teacher at the same time. Thank you for considering
this opportunity—I look forward to hearing your story!

Warm regards,

Kristin Wright

Doctoral Candidate — Counselor Education & Supervision
Kansas State University

Email: kls9393@ksu.edu

#IRB-12377
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Appendix C - Research Study Recruitment Flyer

IRB#-12377

INTERVIEW
PARTICIPANTS

NEEDED

Are you a licensed school counselor in
Kansas who also has a teaching dutyr If
so, I would love to interview you about
your experience.

ABOUT THE STUDY

This interview study aims to explore how rural school
counsclors with other teaching duties overcome
challenges and leverage their asscts to manage their
school counseling program, maintain their

professional identity, and positively impact students.

ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA

I am sceking licensed school counsclors who
currcntly hold or have held teaching dutics alongside
their counscling role in an accredited rural Kansas
school at any point since the 2021-2022 school year.

Please share this flyer with those who meet the

eligibility criteria.

WHAT TO EXPECT
e If'vou arc intcrested in participating, please fill out
this confidental screening survey:
heeps:/fkseate. qualtrics. com/jfe/form/SY_0D7M8PL]jBa73P8
o I will reach out to vou to set up a 60-90-minute

Zoom interview to talk about vour expericences.
This will be audio recorded for accuracy.

¢ Your anonvmity will be protected and vou will have
a chance to review summarics of the data to ensure

accuracy of transcription and interpretations.

BENEFITS

Your insights would provide valuable context to the
challenges and strategics that school counsclors with a

teaching duty use to best serve students.
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REGISTER TO
PARTICIPATE

hteps://kstate.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/
SV_0D7MS8PbJjBa73P8

Please fill out the confidential screening
survey by clicking here, scanning the QR code,

or copy/paste the URL into your browser. |
will use the information you provide in the
survey for only two purposes: 1) to confirm
your eligibility and 2) to contact you about

participating in an interview.

l )
b | ! ’,.‘
[‘h\' “‘ R -ﬁb\:’ y/\;‘%

KRISTIN WRIGHT

Doctoral Candidate - Counselor Education & Supervision
te University
Email: kls9393@ksu.edu

I became passicnate abourt telling the story of
rural school counselors and specifically those in
this scenario after serving as a school counselor
and math teacher in my small town. I'm
excited to learn from other school counselors

who have had similar experiences. I hope this

study will help to inform school counseling
practices, school counselor education, and rural
education topics.




Appendix D - Confidential Screening Survey

School Counselor Interview Interest Form

Thank you for taking the time to consider participation in this study. This research aims to
explore how rural school counselors with other assigned teaching duties overcome challenges
and leverage their assets to manage their school counseling program, maintain their
professional identity, and positively impact student outcomes.

This research project is being conducted to fulfill the Counselor Education and Supervision PhD
program requirements at Kansas State University. For this study, | will be interviewing licensed
school counselors who either currently hold another teaching duty in an accredited rural school
in Kansas or individuals who have been in this situation since the 2021-2022 school year.

If you agree to be a part of this research, please complete this confidential screening survey,
which will ask you to share your contact information, provide some information about your work
setting/school, and verify that you meet the research participation criteria of being employed as
a licensed school counselor with another teaching duty in an accredited rural school in Kansas
at some point between the 2021-2022 school year and the current date. | will use the
information you provide to contact you to participate in an audio-recorded 60 to 90-minute
interview with me either in person or through Zoom recording software.

As a participant, your anonymity will be protected by utilizing pseudonyms and removing
information that will identify the community in which you live and/or work. Participation at every
stage of the research study is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from the study at any time
without any consequences of any kind. You may also refuse to answer any questions you don’t
want to answer and still remain in the study.

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, Kristin Wright (kls9393@ksu.edu), or
my major professor, Dr. Jessica Lane (jjj3636@ksu.edu). You may also contact the Research
Compliance Office at Kansas State University with questions about the study (Dr. Lisa Rubin,
IRB Chair — rubin@ksu.edu).

Full name:
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Preferred contact method:
Email
Phone

Other (please specify)

Email Address:

Phone Number:

Preferred Contact Times (if applicable):
Morning
Afternoon

Evening

Are you a licensed professional school counselor?
Yes
No

Unsure

How many years have you been a school counselor at your current school?

V¥ 1...>30years

How many years have you been a school counselor overall?

V¥ 1..>30years
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Have you served as a school counselor with another teaching duty during the same school year
at some point since the 2021-2022 school year?

No
Yes

Unsure

Please provide the location (City, State) where you served as a school counselor with another
teaching duty.

In what setting(s) do you/did you serve as a school counselor with another teaching duty?
Elementary
Middle school
High school

Other (please describe)

What additional teaching duties have you held while working as a school counselor?

(Optional) Please list any teaching, school counseling, or other certification(s) that you hold.

Any Questions or Comments?

Consent to Contact:

By submitting this form, you consent to being contacted by the primary researcher (Kristin
Wright) for participation in this study. Your information will be used solely for study purposes
and will remain confidential.
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Appendix E - Research Participant Consent Form

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

Exploring the Lived Experiences of Rural School Counselors Who Also Hold Teaching Duties
Kristin Simoneau Wright
Kansas State University

Dear Participant,

Thank you for taking the time to consider participation in this study. The purpose of this research
is to explore how rural school counselors with other assigned teaching duties overcome
challenges and leverage their assets to manage their school counseling program, maintain their
professional identity, and positively impact student outcomes. This research project is being
conducted to fulfill the requirements of the Counselor Education and Supervision PhD program
at Kansas State University.

For the purposes of this study, I will be interviewing licensed school counselors who either
currently hold another teaching duty in an accredited rural school in Kansas or individuals who
have been in this situation since the 2021-2022 school year. You and other potential participants
have been recruited through approved messages on the Kansas School Counseling listserv, the
Kansas School Counselor Association and the Kansas Counseling association newsletters and
websites, and through referrals from participants and professional contacts.

If you agree to be a part of this research, I will ask you to do the following things:

1. Complete a confidential screening survey where you will share your contact information,
provide some information about your work setting/school, and to verify that you meet the
research participation criteria of being employed as a licensed school counselor with
another teaching duty in an accredited rural school in Kansas at some point between the
2021-2022 school year and the current date.

2. Participate in an audio-recorded 60 to 90-minute interview with me either in person or
through Zoom recording software.

3. To ensure accuracy of findings, you will also be invited to review data summaries
throughout the research process and ensure accuracy of transcription and researcher
interpretations. This process may add up to an additional hour of your time.

As a participant, your anonymity will be protected by utilizing pseudonyms and removing
information that will identify the community in which you live and/or work. Participation at
every stage of the research study is voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from the study at any
time without any consequences of any kind. You may also refuse to answer any questions you
don’t want to answer and still remain in the study.

All data will be kept confidential through password-protected electronic files, and physical
documents will be kept in a locked cabinet that will be accessible only to the primary researcher.
After five years of study completion, all data will be destroyed. Audio files will not be tied to
participant names. No participants will be identified in the dissertation or in any reports,
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publications, or presentations that may follow. The information collected as part of the research,
even with the identifiers removed, will not be used or distributed for future research studies.

While this research will pose no more risk than you would experience under regular
circumstances, there are some anticipated benefits to participating in this study. Your
contribution to this study may help to add to the body of knowledge by exploring the actual
perspectives of rural school counselors who hold other teaching duties. This study may help to
inform school counselors (e.g., practice, program management, advocacy), school counselor
educators, educators, administrators, and individuals interested in rural education topics (e.g.,
educational leadership, rural education policies and personnel considerations, mental health in
rural schools).

You are encouraged to ask questions or raise concerns at any time about the nature of the study
and methods being utilized. Insights gathered from participants will be used in completing this
qualitative research study. In the case of presentations or publications, pseudonyms will be used
to protect participant identification and confidentiality. Though direct quotes may be used, all
identifying information will be kept anonymous. I would be happy to share my findings with you
after the research is completed.

Thank you,
Kristin Simoneau Wright

Contact Information
Kristin Simoneau Wright
Doctoral Candidate
Email: kls9393@ksu.edu
Phone: 785-632-0444

Major Professor

Jessica Lane, PhD

Associate Professor — Special Education, Counseling, and Student Affairs
Email: jjj3636(@ksu.edu

Institutional Review Board contact

Lisa Rubin

Chair — Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects

203 Fairchild Hall, Kansas State University, Manhattan, KS 66506
Phone: 785-532-3224

Terms of participation: I understand this project is research, and that my participation
is voluntary. I also understand that if I decide to participate in this study, I may
withdraw my consent at any time, and stop participating at any time without
explanation, penalty, or loss of benefits, or academic standing to which I may otherwise
be entitled.
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I verify that my signature below indicates that I have read and understand this consent
form, and willingly agree to participate in this study under the terms described, and that
my signature acknowledges that I have received a signed and dated copy of this consent

form.

Participant Name

Participant Signature Date
Witness to Signature (Project Staf¥) Date
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Appendix F - List of Interview Questions

What follows is a comprehensive list of interview questions used across five interviews with
individuals who were school counselors that also held other teaching duties in rural Kansas
schools. Sub-questions (e.g., 2.1, 2.2) were used in some interviews to provide clarification or
prompt further elaboration.

1. How did you become a school counselor with another teaching duty?

2. What are the logistics of your day?
2.1 Do you have some say or some control over when you teach your classes or who
gets to be in your classes?
2.2 What do you tell the kids regarding what kids need to do if they need to talk to
you?
2.3 What do you have your kids do if you need to be gone or if you need to miss the
class?

3. What are some of the Benefits of your role?
3.1 As it relates to Students
3.2 Administrators
3.3 School Staff
3.4 Parents
3.5 Broader community

4. What are some of the Challenges of your role?
4.1 As it relates to Students
4.2 Administrators
4.3 School Staff

4.4 Parents
4.5 Broader community
5. How have you mitigated the challenges of your role?
6. How do you leverage your strengths to impact students?
6.1 How does the class you are teaching impact the students? (How have you made it
important?)

7. What strategies do you use to advocate for your role/position in the school?

8. Describe a time when you may have felt conflicted between your role as a teacher and your
role as a school counselor.

9. What are some of the delivery methods that you use in your program to get content to the
students?
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10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

How does having another teaching duty impact (positively or negatively) your ability to
manage your school counseling program? And vice versa. (How does being a teacher help
with counseling or being a counselor help with teaching?)

How do you communicate your role to various audiences?
11.1 Challenges related to communicating your role?
11.2 Success stories when you have discussed your role?

Describe your community (e.g., size, location benefits/challenges, culture).

What is it like to be a school counselor/educator in a rural area?
13.1 How do you overcome that feeling of isolation when you are the only one?

How does the fact that you are working in a rural school district affect your ability to
impact students?

What aspects of your job do you find fulfilling?
What would you like to change about your role?
16.1 What is your ideal work environment/setting?
16.2 What challenges might arise if you were to request a change in your situation

(adjusting your duties or job description)?

What advice would you give to a school counseling graduate student who wants to work in
a rural school district or have a role where they are both a school counselor and a teacher?
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