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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore school counselors’ experiences migrating counseling services online during the COVID-19
pandemic. Using a transcendental phenomenological approach, we conducted in-depth interviews with 14 school counselors with a
focus on the use of technology and transformative practices. Findings of the study included five composite themes: (a) changes in
school counseling services using technology; (b) reaching families for equity; (c) changes in relationship with stakeholders; (d)
school counselors’ adjustment to grief, loss, and role confusion; and (e) positive outcomes for the future. We discuss the essence of

the lived experience and implications for school counselors.
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The World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19
(SARS-CoV-2) as a public health emergency of international
concern on January 30, 2020 (WHO, 2020b). On March 10,
2020, WHO declared the novel COVID-19 disease to be a
global pandemic (WHO, 2020a). In April 2020, schools were
closed nationwide in 188 countries and over 90% of students
were affected, according to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2021). Before
the end of March, all 50 U.S. states and all U.S. territories
reported at least one case of COVID-19 (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention COVID-19 Response Team, 2020).
Many state and federal authorities issued stay-at-home orders
that required school closures to slow the spread of the COVID-
19 virus and increase health care capacity (Schuchat, 2020). As
a result, most school systems in the United States experienced
disruption to in-person learning (Kuhfeld et al., 2020), with
school districts instantly transitioning to online instruction
(Lake & Dusseault, 2020) and continuing remotely through
much of the following school year. These nationwide school
closures also took many students away from necessary edu-
cational and school-based services (Golberstein et al., 2019;
Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020), including access to school
counseling services.

Following the sudden shift to remote learning and school
closures, recent reports suggested that learning losses dispro-
portionately disadvantaged students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds and students of color (Goldhaber et al., 2022;

Parolin & Lee, 2021). According to the National Center for
Educational Statistics (NCES, 2021), not all students are equally
able to access remote classrooms. Unsurprisingly, prepandemic
data showed that internet access was lowest in families with
children aged 3—18 with household incomes in the lowest in-
come quarter (NCES, n.d.), and this digital divide would have
been similar when the pandemic began. Furthermore, the
pandemic exposed inequities that existed across families and
communities, as students’ caregivers worked to support their
online learning while also navigating employment loss,
COVID-19 illnesses, and other pandemic-related hardships
(Davis et al., 2021; UNESCO, 2021). Thus, school counselors
were called not only to help manage the migration to online
learning platforms but to find ways to help bridge the inequities
faced by families who were more negatively impacted by the
pandemic to a disproportionate degree.

When crises occur, school counselors take on a leadership
role to provide effective counseling services and crisis response
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(American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2019b;
Donohue et al., 2015; Jackson-Cherry & Erford, 2018; Springer
etal., 2020). However, a crisis of the proportion of the COVID-
19 pandemic presented an unprecedented challenge. As edu-
cational leaders, school counselors were also positioned to
transform their use of available informational and educational
technologies to meet the needs of students and their school
communities. According to transformative leadership scholars,
crises provide an opportunity to change current practices to
better address educational inequities through finding exceptions
to usual practice and developing new programs and partnerships
(Noguera, 2016; Shields et al., 2018; Strear et al., 2019).
Specifically, transformative school counselors are educational
leaders who, when called to action, modify existing counseling
programs to meet the academic achievement needs of diverse
students according to racial, cultural, gender, and social class
group differences (Shields et al., 2018; Stone & Dahir, 2015;
Strear et al., 2019). Using transformative school counseling as a
framework, an important consideration is how school coun-
selors managed the COVID-19 pandemic and whether their
experiences during this challenging time can be understood to
transform existing school counseling programs, especially re-
lated to their use of technology to deliver counseling programs
remotely, and to address issues related to equitable learning
opportunities.

School Counseling Practices in Technology
and Remote Counseling

Even before the pandemic hit, school counselors were in-
creasingly expected to integrate technology into their practices
with students and other stakeholders. In 2017, ASCA published
two relevant position statements. The first, The School Coun-
selor and Student Safety and the Use of Technology (ASCA,
2017a), urges school counselors to use technology with students
to promote healthy student development and digital literacy.
The second, The School Counselor and Virtual School Coun-
seling (ASCA, 2017b), outlines expectations for and the ethics
of providing online/virtual counseling programs for students
engaged in online learning platforms. Prior to the pandemic,
several authors suggested that school counselors use technol-
ogies to support program delivery (Glasheen et al., 2013;
Goodrich et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2019). Although scholars
have long encouraged school counselors to integrate technology
into their practices, only a few studies have explored how much
and toward what purposes school counselors use technology in
comprehensive school counseling programs (Mason et al.,
2019; Steele et al., 2014).

When the pandemic necessitated a virtual migration, a siz-
able gap existed in the literature regarding the use of technology
to deliver remote school counseling services. According to prior
studies, although school counselors generally perceive the use
of technology positively, they are less sure about how to use it
and report relatively low levels of technology use considering
its wide availability (Anni et al., 2018; Glasheen et al., 2013;

Steele et al., 2014). For example, Glasheen and colleagues
(2013) found that school counselors (N = 210) held positive
perceptions about online counseling; however, they were
concerned about students being authentic in remote sessions and
the ethical and legal implications of online counseling. Simi-
larly, Steele et al. (2014) examined how often school counselors
used technologies in their comprehensive school counseling
programs. Steele et al. found that 28% of the 771 school
counselors studied used technologies to deliver school coun-
seling services, including classroom lessons; 28% used tech-
nology to perform student planning tasks, such as appraisals and
advising; and about one in four (26%) provided remote
counseling sessions. Based on research conducted prior to the
pandemic, scholars have shared school counselors’ positive
perceptions concerning technology use, but also point to a
relatively low level of use among school counselors and a lack
of comfort with online counseling. Taken together, the state of
the relevant research and the crisis of the recent pandemic
suggest an urgent need for thorough examination of school
counselors’ technology use to deliver counseling services, es-
pecially during times of crisis.

For school counselors, using technology to communicate
and collaborate with families was unavoidable during the
pandemic. The pandemic shift to remote learning was harder to
navigate for families from lower economic circumstances than
for families from higher socioeconomic statuses who were not
facing as many hardships. (Catalano et al., 2021; Dunton et al.,
2020; Golberstein et al., 2019; Karpman et al., 2020). In
particular, families with younger children were charged with
being directly involved in their children’s school day in ways
for which they were unprepared (Davis et al., 2021; UNESCO,
2021). These hardships also fell disproportionately on low-
income Black and Hispanic parents (Goldhaber et al., 2022;
Karpman et al., 2020; Parolin & Lee, 2021). Even during
noncrisis periods, partnering with families can be particularly
challenging when families are marginalized and existing
practices are inadequate to manage the social and economic
disparities that impact families’ and schools’ ability to work
together (Amatea et al., 2006; Amatea & West-Olatunji, 2007;
Bryan et al., 2019; Bryan & Henry, 2012). Studies related to
school counselors’ use of technology to bridge this divide and
improve family—school partnerships are rare. However, a
prepandemic survey of 87 school counselors examined their
use of technology to reach families remotely. In that study,
Cronin et al. (2018) found that the use of technology (e.g., web
platforms, phone applications, text messaging) was positively
related to school counselors’ attitudes toward family—school
partnerships. School counselors who prioritize family—school
relationships are also likely to employ technology in their
work. Although the pandemic was unexpected and unfortu-
nate, school counselors had little choice but to quickly in-
novate and expand the use of technology to engage students
and their families. The school counseling profession can
benefit from understanding what they did and learn from their
experiences.
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Transformative School Counseling for
Educational Equity

Modeled on school reform efforts in the 21% century, trans-
formed school counseling practices have focused on leadership,
advocacy, collaboration, and systemic change (Education Trust,
2009; Shields et al., 2018). According to transformative school
counseling scholars, school counselors act as change agents and
transform school counseling programs to help students achieve
success in academics and social/emotional development (Stone
& Dabhir, 2015; Shields et al., 2018; Strear et al., 2019). The
transformative leadership role of school counselors is clearly
aligned with the mission to address educational equity issues for
all students (Amatea & West-Olatunji, 2007; ASCA, 2018;
Dollarhide et al., 2008). For example, ASCA’s position state-
ment The School Counselor and Equity for All Students (2018)
posits that school counselors are responsible for developing and
implementing a school counseling program that is based on
promoting equity and access for all students, including closing
opportunity gaps, advocating for underrepresented groups, and
maintaining professional knowledge around the complex in-
terpersonal world of students. Educational inequalities between
high- and low-income students and students of color were well
documented prior to the pandemic (Duncan et al., 2017; Potter
& Morris, 2017; Ziol-Guest & Lee, 2016) and were exacerbated
by learning losses during the pandemic (Doyle, 2020;
Goldhaber et al., 2022; Parolin & Lee, 2021). Transforming
school counseling practices means that counselors act as change
agents and school leaders who rise to meet such complex
challenges on a daily basis to promote student achievement and
close the opportunity gap to create socially just educational
environments (Shields et al., 2018; Stone & Dahir, 2015). Thus,
addressing educational inequities challenged school counselors’
leadership roles both during the pandemic’s school closures and
in its immediate aftermath.

As a framework, transformative leadership situates school
counselors as equity-centered agents of change helping those
around them recognize, reframe, and take responsibility for
transforming educational inequities (Shields et al., 2018;
Strear et al., 2019). Shields and colleagues (2018) used
transformative leadership as a framework for comprehensive
school counseling programs. Using this model, Strear et al.
(2019) examined a professional development activity based on
transformative leadership and educational equity for school
counselors. However, neither of these prior examples was
situated contextually during the COVID-19 pandemic. Ac-
cording to Stone and Dahir (2015), transforming school
counseling models also means that counselors embrace change
and continuously work toward improvement in school
counseling programs. Therefore, improvements in school
counseling programming may emerge from times of crisis
when current practices are tested and new models are needed.
The COVID-19 pandemic offered such an opportunity for
school counselors to not just rise to the challenge presented by
the pandemic, but to create transformed ways to meet the

educational and social/emotional needs of students and fam-
ilies during unprecedented times.

Drawing from a transformative school counseling lens and
using transcendental phenomenology as a qualitative approach,
our purpose in the current study was to explore the ways school
counselors managed the online migration of counseling services
during the COVID-19 pandemic and how this information can
be used to strengthen equity-centered school counseling pro-
grams. Given the lack of research exploring how school
counselors use technology to deliver counseling programs, and
specifically how they use technology to reach families, we were
interested in hearing from counselors about how they navigated
the sudden need to move online when COVID-19 necessitated
an abrupt turn to online program delivery. How did school
counselors navigate this change? How did they reach families?
How did they change their comprehensive programs to help
students and families? Because of our focus on transformative
school counseling, a primary emphasis for us was to ask school
counselors about their experiences migrating to virtual spaces,
and how their experiences were transformative, changing and
even improving current practices.

The following research question guided the study: During
the COVID-19 pandemic, what were school counselors’ lived
experiences and how did the use of technology transform
counseling and related services for students and families?

Method

We conducted a transcendental phenomenological study to
explore how school counselors experienced connecting with
students and their families virtually during the COVID-19
pandemic. Transcendental phenomenology was particularly
appropriate for the study given its focus on describing the
essential experiences of the participants when a phenomenon is
newly explored (Moustakas, 1994). We conducted semi-
structured interviews via Zoom with 14 school counselors.
Semistructured interviews were chosen to allow participants to
expand on their thoughts and discuss relevant experiences,
attitudes, perceptions and beliefs related to the topic of interest
(DelJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). Further, DeJonckheere and
Vaughn (2019) suggested that semistructured interviews are an
effective method for data collection when the researcher wants
(a) to collect qualitative, open-ended data; (b) to explore par-
ticipant thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about a particular topic;
and (c) to delve deeply into personal and sometimes sensitive
issues. Semistructured interviews allowed participants an in-
viting space in which to express their thoughts and feelings
about the pandemic, strategies used to conduct virtual coun-
seling services, and how they transformed their programming.

Participants

Fourteen K—12 school counselors in the United States partic-
ipated in this study. All had a minimum of 3 years of school
counseling experience and transitioned to a remote format in the
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2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years. The school coun-
selors’ years of experience ranged from 4 to 26 years (M = 8.64).
Study participants were in locations across the United States,
with the majority in the South (n = 7) and Midwest (n = 6), and
one participant in the Northeast. Most of the school counselors
worked in suburban environments (z = 9). Thirteen participants
identified as female and one as male; nine participants identified
as white, four as African American, and one as multiracial.
Regarding grade level, six participants reported working in
elementary school, 10 in middle school, and nine in high school.
Some participants chose to endorse multiple grade levels based
on the grade levels of their school (e.g., K—8). We use par-
ticipant pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.

Data Collection Procedures

Our research team received institutional review board ap-
proval prior to recruiting participants and adhered to all
relevant ethical codes in conducting this study. A recruitment
letter was sent through the CESNET email list and various
university alumni email groups. From the initial recruitment
letter, 15 participants contacted us to express interest in the
study. One participant did not respond to a follow-up email.
We then sent the 14 participants a Qualtrics survey to review
the informed consent, complete the demographics survey,
and verify that they met the inclusion criteria, including being
credentialed, working in a K—12 school setting in the United
States for a minimum of 3 years, and, based on their own
report, having relevant experiences transitioning school
counseling-related tasks to a virtual format. For this study no
participants were screened out. We chose to seek participants
with a minimum of 3 years of experience because this seems
sufficient time for school counselors to implement a com-
prehensive school counseling program and learn their school
communities. We recorded interviews using Zoom, which
was password protected, transcribed using online software,
and carefully checked for accuracy. Most interviews lasted
approximately an hour, with the shortest lasting about 30
minutes and the longest being a little over an hour. We asked
each participant 10 questions, with follow-up questions to
explore their experiences. Sample questions include “What
were your experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic at
your school?” and “How did you deliver your school
counseling services during COVID-19 pandemic?” The
complete list of questions is in the appendix.

Data Analysis

The dataset for this study was de-identified prior to data
analysis. Through data analysis, we sought to make meaning of
participants’ experience with a unique phenomenon and to
reduce individual experiences to grasp the very essence of the
phenomenon (Creswell, 2017). Our team of four researchers
analyzed interview transcripts using Moustakas’ (1994) coding
stages: phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and

synthesizing meanings and essences. Following Moustakas’
first stage, phenomenological reduction, we first independently
read transcripts and coded interviews to yield an initial set of
horizons for each participant’s interview. Horizons are units of
meaning that are coded to help reduce and manage a large
amount of data (Moustakas, 1994). We worked in coding teams
to create descriptions of participants’ experiences that reflected
that individual’s experiences, and then compiled and organized
themes that were similar across participants. This coding pro-
cedure results in a set of composite textural themes, or a co-
herent description of the experience across participants
(Moustakas, 1994). To confirm the composite themes, we used
extensive word-coding of interviews and kept data trails during
this coding procedure.

In the second phase of data analysis, imaginative variation,
we worked together in several coding meetings to synthesize the
deeper meanings of the school counselors’ accounts and to
create composite structural themes that described the underlying
meanings and essences of the experience across participants. We
then further synthesized the meanings and essences into a
cogent essence statement. The composite themes from this
study are presented in the findings section, followed by an
essence statement that describes the very essence of school
counselors’ lived experiences.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, we followed a
methodology that supports the aim of the study and used rig-
orous data collection and analysis process relevant to the re-
search design. Transferability to school counselors across the
United States is supported because we interviewed a diverse set
of counselors from different settings and backgrounds and had a
robust sample size for the qualitative design. However, we
acknowledge the findings may be particularly representative of
the experiences of school counselors working in the South and
Midwest and in suburban settings. To further ensure trust-
worthiness, our team members conducted rigorous checking of
each other’s coding of the horizons and used research team
discussions to finalize composite themes. We discussed themes
until consensus was reached and the essence of the experience
fully reflected the school counselors’ stories.

Subjectivity Statement

Our research team is diverse, including a Black woman of
Caribbean American descent, an Asian woman with an in-
ternational identity from Taiwan, a White woman of American
descent, and a Turkish man. Although from different back-
grounds, we are all currently counselor educators with a degree
in school counseling and prior experience counseling in school
settings. Some of us have international experience in school
counseling, and we have all worked as counselors in schools in
the United States. Each of us has prior school counseling
experience consistent with transformative leadership and has
adopted it as part of our counseling identity. As counselor
educators during the pandemic, we each had to transition to
online platforms and use technology to conduct teaching in our
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respective school counseling graduate programs. Although
none of us currently holds a school counseling position, we
keep current on use of technology in counseling through our
instructional roles. Prior to conducting the study, we were
curious about what school counselors were doing during the
pandemic that would help to inform future school counseling
practices. Two of us were field placement coordinators at the
time and were hearing stories about the challenges school
counselors were facing and the impact school closures had on
counselors, interns, and communities. We had a specific
concern about how school counselors were engaging students
and their families during a difficult time. Because of our own
experiences, we may have held prior assumptions of which we
were unaware, and these assumptions may be unintentionally
demonstrated in our study findings. We tried to account for any
biases by allowing the data to speak for itself. As a team, we
also made sure to hold each other accountable by having open
discussions about the data collection and data analysis
procedures.

Findings

The study findings are presented in five composite themes
that reflect school counselors’ experiences as a whole: (a)
changes in school counseling services using technology; (b)
reaching families for equity; (c¢) changes in relationship with
stakeholders; (d) school counselors’ adjustment to grief,
loss, and role confusion; and (e) positive outcomes for the
future.

Changes in School Counseling Services Using Technology

School counselors expressed how they transitioned the most
critical counseling services online to meet students’ and fam-
ilies’ needs. They described working quickly to resume es-
sential counseling services using available technology, working
through the ambiguity, being flexible and creative, and finding
ways to get in touch with students and families. Many school
counselors described using Zoom, Flipgrid, Canvas, Microsoft
Teams, and Google Meet as platforms, and reported calling and
emailing as ways to contact families. For example, Timothy,
who worked in a middle school, said, “It helped us think a little
bit more creatively about how we can reach kids. The biggest
one being on Canvas. . . . We got creative with how we can put
on activities for the students.” Katlyn described: “We created an
online check-in that we emailed to each of our caseloads. We put
it on the school website and on our online platform.” Quinn said,
“I do more invitations, you know, I am constantly on Canvas
inviting them to speak with me to see me. Like I said, I made a
video to encourage mental health awareness and effective
communication.”

School counselors also felt that they had many challenges to
overcome in migrating counseling services online, and often
faced ambiguity associated with the transition. Timothy dis-
cussed moving counseling lessons online:

Our district uses Canvas, but we never had any training on Canvas
as counselors that was kind of like on your own. So, we started
doing that as well. Trying to put stuff on there so that we could use it
in the future. . . . If you weren’t good at technology then it was hard
for you to do your work effectively.

Jasmine expressed initial feelings of anxiety:

Iknow I had a lot of anxiety because [ was just like, if there’s no kids
here, how am I going to do my job? I was making phone calls home,
and I was making sure kids have devices. I was making sure that
families had resources on getting like, you know, internet and letting
them know where to get free internet. We had to do a lot of IEP, 504
and meetings like through Zoom or Google.

According to the school counselors, meeting basic and
social/emotional needs became a priority for families and
students, and school engagement became secondary. As
Brianna, an elementary school counselor, stated, “Obviously
many more social and emotional issues came up as we went
online.” Most counselors described a change in the connection
that they had with students during the pandemic. In some cases,
the relationship was as strong or stronger, and in other situa-
tions, the pandemic made reaching some students more difficult.
Theresa shared: “I did not have the connections with my stu-
dents that I was used to even though I offered lunch chats three
times a week, and then I also sent out a weekly Google form
check-in twice a week to them.” Cassandra discussed her “open-
door” policy:

A lot of the kids are used to just literally being able to walk in
guidance because I have free time during lunch. . . . I open my door
and whoever comes in comes in. So that was something that they
missed because they knew during lunch it was their free time to
come without an appointment.

In summary, with counseling services shifted online and
school closures, school counselors noticed changes in the
needs of the students and worked to meet the needs. Interviews
with counselors documented an ambiguous time in which
students’ counseling needs shifted, so school counselors
quickly improvised to use available technologies to reach
students.

Reaching Families for Equity

School counselors observed a divide in resources between
families and worked to help them obtain the resources they
needed. Participants reported trying to find resources for
students who did not have the adequate technology to continue
their education remotely. The school counselors also talked
about helping families meet basic needs, such as providing
food.

In regard to students’ access to technology, Cassandra stated,
“Some of the things we just didn’t notice because we didn’t have
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to, we didn’t have to know if they had internet at home because
we have computers that can use after school.” Brianna shared:

We had instances where sometimes admin went to kids’ houses to
double-check on people. And for marginalized students, we were
able to get certain families internet hotspots to get them internet.
We helped families with food and supplies for people who lost
jobs. I'm just thinking, I had like one student in particular who
never showed up to class. She never showed up to counseling and
it was just like constantly having to call. . . . Like we’re hoping we
see her tomorrow or what can we help with that’s going to help her
get online.

Kelly said, “Because of COVID, I’ve done a lot more
trainings and there have been some things like equity work that
have given me a couple ‘a-ha’ moments and I sat on some equity
committees.” Acknowledging the trauma that many students
and families were going through, Kelly also sought

to just make sure that we’re providing the students the trauma
support that they need when these events happen, you know, in the
world. And then it comes to school and then you have to adjust and
live in that, and are we prepared to handle that in the way that we
need to.

Karisa also mentioned that the “confluence of the pandemic
and the Black Lives Matter movement have really brought home
the digital inequalities and the access inequalities that face many
of my families.”

Both Katlyn and Jennifer spoke about getting food to
families. According to Katlyn, “so whenever we would struggle,
like getting in touch with a family by phone, a lot of times we
could be on that bus route to deliver food and then talk to the
family that way.” Similarly, Jennifer said,

Do they know where they can get food? So, we would send out an
email blast to parents. These are the sites that are offering food.
These are the times that you could go, we would take that infor-
mation posted on Instagram so that it could be easily shared and on
Facebook.

In summary, school counselors recognized differences in
families’ resources and reached out with access to internet and,
in some cases, helped with basic needs. Participants stated that a
primary role was to keep families connected to the school and
children engaged, acknowledging the difficulties many families
were facing.

Changes in Relationship With Stakeholders

The school counselors focused on how their relationships with
different stakeholders changed during the pandemic, including
families, students, school administration, and community
partners. Some participants discussed how the pandemic helped
stakeholders to see the counselor’s role differently and gain a

better understanding and appreciation of what school counselors
do. Other participants discussed families feeling comfortable
reaching out to the school counselor and getting involved in new
ways.

Some families found the pandemic helped them to see how
much of an important part of their school the counselors were
and how much they admired what they did. As Leslie
described:

I would say strengthen (referring to the relationship between the
counselor and families). I think they were more appreciative of what
we were doing. . . . So I feel like they’re more appreciative, more
grateful and like more trusting of the school right now.

Other positive changes discussed were parents/caregivers
expressing their personal counseling needs, an increase in
communication/contact with families, caregivers’ attendance in
meetings, and supporting or creating a stronger connection with
other school counselors. Leslie stated:

We [the school counselors in the district] . . . worked together. We
were told to do these things [curriculums during the transition to
online] together, which was brilliant and helpful. They [the school
board] were trying to make it easy on us. And it did, as well as create
more positive relationships among the buildings [the different
schools in the district].

Participants also discussed other changes in family in-
volvement during the pandemic. Jessica described her rela-
tionship to families:

It was kind of nice to know that the families also felt comfortable to
like reach out and say, “Hey, I really need your help. You know, I’'m
really struggling . . . what is your recommendation? What can we
do? How can I help them?”

Theresa stated:

Initially they [families] were more involved because they didn’t
really know what to expect. And then as time went on their in-
volvement decreased and we were having to reach out to them more.
So, I was making at least 30 to 50 phone calls a day to students and
parents trying to get them back engaged in e-learning.

On reflection, the school counselors saw different ways that
their relationships with stakeholders changed, mostly for the
positive.

School Counselors’ Adjustment to Grief, Loss, and Role
Confusion

The school counselors navigated role confusion and the grief
and loss that came with the pandemic. They discussed being
flexible and having to negotiate boundaries they faced, from not
knowing when to end their workdays to families and students
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contacting them at all hours of the day. Participants also said
they had increased workloads and decreased amounts of time to
complete tasks. They discussed enduring negativity from others
and how they still managed to be resilient despite these views.
For example, Theresa stated, “And even with all the negativity
of social media and the community . . . people saying you’re not
doing enough, or you’re not doing this or doing that, nobody
ever gave up and just walked away from it.” Related to resil-
ience, Theresa further stated, “I just think that across the board,
given the circumstances, I think everybody did the best they
could.”

To navigate new work-life boundaries, Brandy shared: “I felt
like I worked from the minute I woke up till 10 o’clock at night.
So much so that my head of school was like, ‘You need to stop
sending emails so late.”” Kelly summed up her experience
similarly:

You just feel like, you have to be at every training and I just feel like
my calendar filled up so quickly. There would be days I would be on
Zoom all day. But I also had children that were at home that were
supposed to be doing school.

The school counselors also expressed the adjustment they
experienced in a different way and discussed how they managed
their emotional responses to the loss of interacting with their
students and not being able to fulfill certain parts of their job.
Karisa stated, “So, I felt good about my day in and day out,
running into kids in the hallways, and being in their classrooms.
I miss that, so dreadfully. I feel very disconnected from just the
pulse of things.” Some school counselors expressed sadness
around not being able to provide counseling services in ways
they previously had. Quinn stated, “My office is a safe haven for
my students and I can’t provide that for them anymore at this
time.” Karisa shared: “I just missed being with people, those
everyday interactions.” Lacey reported that the experience was
emotional for her:

I’m getting emotional, like I miss the kids and I know that they miss
us and the support that we give. And I think before, you’re able to
have that relationship and it’s about just loving the kids, you know,
giving them that extra layer of support.

Brianna shared:

I think you hear this a lot. Like that social piece really fell short for a
lot of kids. And those nuanced social interactions that they have
throughout the day were gone and a lot of kids were hit really, really
hard by that. And so it was always trying to come up with ways of
like, how do we get kids to like to interact still and like have that like
normalcy of school over the computer?

The participants discussed how the pandemic caused a shift
in their role as a school counselor and confronted what their
role was supposed to look like during this time. Timothy
stated:

We spent a lot of time just figuring out, like, what is our new role and
how does that function? Can we see students online? What’s
confidentiality? What does the district support or want us to do or
not want us to do? So, it was a lot of confusion and like lack of
direction.

Although role confusion affected many of the school
counselors, Timothy also discussed a renewed appreciation for
his role:

It definitely made me appreciate my position, my role and my job . ..
but it just made me appreciate that whole going into work every day,
seeing the kids every day, having my office, having coworkers that I
can see and talk to and the connections, I guess the human con-
nection, it made me really appreciate it.

For the school counselors, a common experience during
school closures was adjusting to their personal feelings of loss
and isolation and adjusting to the new roles they found
themselves in.

Positive Outcomes for the Future

For the school counselors, their experience during the pandemic
fostered changes in their programs that they will implement for
the future. Participants discussed continuing the use of online
platforms, improved communication strategies with families,
updates to crisis plans, and becoming more proactive. Partic-
ipants also discussed ways the pandemic opened their eyes to
positive and negative errors in their system and ways to improve
counseling programs in the future. Karisa proposed:

Having a plan, a plan, a plan [to manage a crisis, like the pandemic].
I’ve got a plan for fire drills. I have a plan for active shooters. I have
a plan for everything. I have a plan for when a faculty member dies.
I know what to do in all of those circumstances.

Brandy discussed a positive discovery from the pandemic:
“It was eye-opening that virtual counseling can be effective and
it’s totally different, but you can teach from home and you can
be an effective school counselor virtually.”

Most of the school counselors found improved ways to reach
out to families using available technologies that they would
continue after the pandemic. Jessica described:

So, if you’re having like a parent meeting and you want to have that
face-to-face connection and parents aren’t able to come, but also
maybe not necessarily live streaming yet, maybe recording it,
maybe having them log in through zoom so that they can feel like
they’re present.

Relating to a barrier that most counselors faced communi-
cating with families, Jessica also said, “I think one thing that we
could all improve on is making sure they have reliable phone
numbers, email addresses for students and parents.” Most
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participants found that the use of technology and online plat-
forms were beneficial. Timothy stated:

I definitely think going full out on making the school counseling
lessons and such on Canvas, like that has to be a given that all your
materials are there. Not only because it’s accessible to the students,
. . Using the
announcement feature is a great way to communicate with students.
But then also encouraging parents.

but it’s also accessible to you wherever you are. .

Karisa shared:

Continuing to utilize the Classroom Dojo and Google classrooms to
send information out digitally to parents, I will continue to do that.
Our school has a Classroom Dojo account and when I would send
stuff out that way, I’d get sometimes 300 parents who looked at it.
So, if I had 300 parents look at something, whether or not they
actually went through the whole thing, but at least they clicked on it.
That’s huge.

Last, the school counselors were proactive and found areas
where change was needed. Brianna summed it up this way:

I’d like for all of our teachers and staff to be trained in managing
crises . . . first aid training for everybody. But truly like seeing how
trauma affects kids or affects adults and affects your relationship
with kids. As we’re still living in a pandemic, we’re all I think kind
of in crisis at different times. And I would like to see more . . .
allowing me more space and opportunity . . . to kind of do what I
know how to do and support staff and offer workshops on medi-
tation or . . . relieving stress or maybe starting a book club or
something. I’d like to see more of us taking care of each other.

Quinn expressed a desire for “more effective communica-
tion, at least with staff.” Their experiences during the pandemic
made this a major area of concern for the future. Brianna asked:
“How am I going to continue to support teachers and students
and families on this grander scale now that we’ve all kind of
gone through something and we’re having to recover from it?”
Having shared a crisis experience together, the participants
found a major takeaway of improved ways to connect to each
other, families, students, and teachers.

The Essence of the Experience

During the pandemic, school counselors effectively used
available and improvised technologies to stay connected with
students and their families, and thus responded to changes in
student’s needs and made needed shifts in counseling services.
Although counselors had to adjust to not having the same access
to their students as they were used to, they found new ways to
connect with each other, families, students, teachers, and staff.
They navigated changes in their relationships that, for the most
part, left school counselors feeling valued. For the future, school
counselors saw a need for increased use of technology and more

intentionality in crisis planning. Participants related gratitude
for their experiences during the pandemic that opened their eyes
to new ways to get families involved, new ways to use tech-
nology to reach a larger number of people, and ways that virtual
counseling programs can work. As a whole, the school coun-
selors gained valued insight and ways to transform their
counseling programs.

Discussion

Using a transcendental qualitative method and a transformative
school counseling lens, the current study generated findings that
contribute to an emerging knowledge base regarding how
school counselors’ experiences transitioning to remote pro-
gramming during the COVID-19 pandemic may transform
school counseling programs. ASCA (2017b) has called for
school counselors to use technology to meet the demands of
diverse school communities, and the pandemic provided a new
context for delivery of school counseling programs remotely.
Therefore, findings of the current study add to literature on
school counselors’ technology use and transformative
leadership.

The current findings extend existing research related to
school counselors’ understanding of and effective use of
technology (Anni et al., 2018; Glasheen et al., 2013; Steele
et al., 2014). Although research prior to the pandemic sug-
gested that few school counselors consistently use technology
to deliver counseling services (Anni et al., 2018; Mason et al.,
2019; Steele et al., 2014) and that many have concerns about
online counseling (Glasheen et al., 2013), the pandemic ne-
cessitated that school counselors migrate as much of their
school counseling programs as possible to online formats. For
example, in Glasheen’s study, only about one in four school
counselors were using technology in their school counseling
programs. In contrast to some prior findings that showed
school counselors had concerns about counseling online
(Glasheen et al., 2013; Steele et al., 2014), counselors in the
current study suggested that they gained more efficacy in
delivering online counseling programming in response to the
crisis than before the pandemic.

Our study findings also contribute to the literature related to
the use of technology specifically in engaging with families.
Similar to Cronin et al.’s. (2018) study, which showed a positive
relationship between school counselors’ use of technology and
family—school partnerships, school counselors in our study used
multiple platforms (such as Classroom Dojo and Canvas) and
strategies to support families. School counselors also noted that
families and parents were reaching out more frequently to them
for help and improvements in their family—school relationships.
Given the financial and emotional hardships faced by families
during the pandemic (Catalano et al., 2021; Dunton et al., 2020;
Golberstein et al., 2019; Karpman et al., 2020), school coun-
selors led the way in helping families find instrumental and
emotional support. Using equity-focused strategies consistent with
prior recommendations (Amatea et al., 2006; Bryan et al., 2019;
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Bryan & Henry, 2012), school counselors coordinated services
throughout their communities to help balance the needs of families
in their schools (e.g., finding free internet, giving out food, riding
the school bus with bagged lunches to connect with students and
families).

Taken together, we believe our findings contribute to existing
literature related to transforming school counseling and school
counselors’ leadership, especially during times of crisis (Shields
etal., 2018; Stone & Dahir, 2015; Strear et al., 2019). As school
counselors found themselves in the urgency of the pandemic,
they were able to define a set of changes that offer promise for
the future. Transformative change happened in a number of
ways. First, counselors in the study acknowledged the salience
and importance of their leadership roles in reaching students and
families and providing responsive services for educational
equity. Second, the school counselors observed changes in how
stakeholders responded to them, and reported advocating for
their roles as change agents. Last, all of the participants focused
specifically on how newly gained insights helped them rec-
onceptualize their school’s response for the next crisis. In spite
of a strong emphasis on school counselors’ role in crisis re-
sponse in the last few decades (Allen et al., 2002; ASCA, 2019a,
2019b), school counselors were compelled to reexamine the
crisis response of their schools and were eager to participate in
improving plans going forward. Taken together, these findings
fit well with school counselors’ positionality as equity-focused
educational leaders, as articulated by Shields et al. (2018).

Limitations

Findings of the current study should be considered within the
context of its limitations. Because most of the interviews were
conducted during the first several months of the pandemic,
school counselors might have different experiences since the
school closure and reopening throughout the 2020-2021 school
year. Due of the pandemic, we conducted the interviews vir-
tually, which might have changed the scope of the interviews.
For the current study, we recruited a total of 14 participants who
were located in the South and Midwest of the United States.
Although generalizability is not an aim of qualitative studies,
transferability of the current findings may be limited by the
situation of the participating school counselors. We acknowl-
edge in the interpretation of our findings that school counselors
located in other areas of the United States and internationally
might have differing experiences because of differing cir-
cumstances (e.g., longer school closures, more loss in their
communities).

Implications

Based on the limitations of the current study, future studies
could explore school counselors’ experiences after the pan-
demic to see how they adjusted over time to school closures.
Future study designs could use stratified or purposive sampling
of elementary, middle, and high school counselors to identify

developmental implications. Future studies might also recruit
school counselors from areas that experienced severe impacts
related to the COVID-19 pandemic, including high rates of
learning losses and negative personal and social impacts on
students. Follow-up studies could explore whether school
counselors continued transformed practices from the sudden
shift to online programming, and whether they had renewed
self-efficacy in providing services to students and families using
technology, and helped address equity issues. Postpandemic,
both quantitative and qualitative studies might examine out-
comes related to changes in crisis response that build on the
current study’s findings.

The current study has specific implications for transforming
school counseling practice, including advocacy, and counselor
preparation. Practicing school counselors can use platforms
(e.g., Canvas, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Google Meet) to in-
crease accessibility and equity as part of their comprehensive
school counseling program. Going forward, school counselors
may weigh the advantages of new ways to use these technol-
ogies for program delivery (e.g., engaging students in online
lessons) and for transforming their school community (e.g.,
improved crisis plans) based on their experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In the current study, school counselors discovered the utility
of technologies during the pandemic in reaching students and
staying in touch with families. To keep in touch, families need
access to technology and devices. During the pandemic, gaining
access to internet services for families was key to the success of
the migration to online school counseling programming. Ac-
cording to NCES (n.d.), most families have access to mobile
phones, but access to other technologies varies. Therefore, when
any counseling services are moved online in the future, school
counselors need to advocate for schools to provide devices to
assist families to better access counseling resources equitably.

Our findings indicate that some counseling programming
likely may work just as well or even better online. As the
pandemic situation has resolved and as schools have returned to
normal schedules, we recommend that school counselors
continue to evaluate which responsive services (e.g., psycho-
educational programming and family outreach) work best using
online platforms. For example, school counselors suggested
using existing resources such as Canvas or Classroom Dojo
announcements to communicate with parents during the pan-
demic. School counselors also found that caregivers were more
likely to attend meetings held remotely via Zoom and vowed to
keep doing meetings remotely for most parents. To improve
family involvement among families who have work conflicts
and transportation barriers, virtual parent—teacher meetings may
be an underused resource in school counseling. Although school
counselors are trained to provide strategies in crisis manage-
ment and networking with stakeholders (Jackson-Cherry &
Erford, 2018), the pandemic disrupted everything they knew.
Communication with other counselors helped them overcome
challenges that included setting personal boundaries and the
ethical delivery of counseling programs. By formalizing these
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professional networks and lessons learned, school counselors
may help school communities be better prepared for the next
unexpected crisis.

Based on current findings and prior research (Cronin
et al., 2018), elementary school counselors in particular
could build online webpages to build stronger connections
and frequent communication with students’ families. Dur-
ing the pandemic, school counselors utilized online com-
munication tools well to reach students’ families. For
secondary counseling, school counselors’ recommendations
included using Google docs, Canvas, and other platforms
for checking in with students and giving them access to the
counselor through virtual office hours, Google classrooms,
or an online open-door policy. School counselors also can
organize virtual parent nights to educate parents and share
school resources to increase parent participation (Schwartz,
2017). Although family involvement practices similar to
these have been documented elsewhere in the literature
(Amatea et al., 2006; Bryan et al., 2019), the current re-
search offers new perspectives on how school counselors
may use technology platforms to increase families’ par-
ticipation. Based on high school counselors’ suggestions,
counselors can also use online tools to offer student success
and graduation programming (e.g., informational sessions
such as preparing for college applications or study skills).

Finally, counselor preparation programs should lead the way
on evaluating the use of technology in comprehensive school
counseling programs and include curricula to train and super-
vise school counselors accordingly (Mason et al., 2019). Al-
though counseling students’ comfort with technology use is
high, school counselors may need training on specific infor-
mational and telehealth technologies (Johnson, 2019). There-
fore, counselor education programs can develop or redesign
current coursework to include specific online platforms, or offer
professional development activities to improve the quality of
school counselor practice using technology, with a focus on
educational equity. Keeping up to date on the use of technology
and remote counseling tools should be part of the school
counselors’ professional development activities and formal
training. Now that the pandemic experience is largely behind us,
we recommend that school counselor educators revisit the skill
set needed for maximizing online comprehensive counseling
programs. We also recommend university—school partnerships,
in which school counseling programs partner with practicing
school counselors and administrators to co-construct knowledge
and skills related to effective use of technology in school
counseling. University—school collaboration has potential to
improve evidence-based practices in using technology in family
outreach (Schwartz, 2017).

Conclusion

The 14 school counselors who participated in the current study
provided valuable insight into the use of technology to manage
the migration to online counseling services during the COVID-

19 pandemic and transform current practices. Findings of this
transcendental phenomenological study inform school coun-
seling practitioners and researchers’ understanding the lived
experiences of school counselors, and support application of
those experiences to transformative change for the post-
pandemic era.
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