1

School Counsellors' Experiences of the COVID-19 Learning-From-Home
Periods and Their Aftermath

Karly Rothery

BTeach(Primary) / BA, GradDipPsych (School of Psychology, Masters student)

Submitted to Charles Sturt University in partial fulfilment of the requirements
for the Master of Psychological Practice (School Psychology)

School of Psychology
Faculty of Business, Justice, and Behavioural Sciences

January 2022

Word count: 11829

2

Table of Contents
Certificate of Authorship................................................................................................ 4
Acknowledgements....................................................................................................... 5
Ethics Approval............................................................................................................. 6
Abstract ........................................................................................................................ 7
Introduction ................................................................................................................ 8
Literature Review ........................................................................................................ 9
Covid-19 Roadmap for Schools ................................................................................. 9
Young People and Mental Health ............................................................................ 11
Role of the School Counsellor ................................................................................. 12
Attitudes Towards Online Services .......................................................................... 14
COVID-Safe Practices............................................................................................. 17
Vulnerable Students ................................................................................................ 18
Rationale, Aim and Research Question .................................................................. 20
The Study's Research Design and Philosophical Assumptions ........................... 21
Qualitative Research ............................................................................................... 22
Research Paradigm ................................................................................................ 23
Ontology, Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective .............................................. 23
Methodology ........................................................................................................... 23
Method .................................................................................................................... 24
Semi-Structured Interviews to Obtain Data .......................................................... 24
Participants .......................................................................................................... 24
Purposive Sampling to Recruit Participants ......................................................... 24
Interview Procedure ............................................................................................. 25
Data Analysis....................................................................................................... 26
Ethical Considerations............................................................................................. 27
Trustworthiness ....................................................................................................... 27
Reflexivity................................................................................................................ 28
Reflexive Techniques .............................................................................................. 28
Findings .................................................................................................................... 29
Theme 1: Motivation, Mindset and Mentality ........................................................... 30
Theme 2: The Dark Cloud of COVID-19 .................................................................. 33
Theme 3: New Practices = Less Privacy ................................................................. 37
Theme 4: Silver Lining on the Cloud of COVID-19 .................................................. 39
Discussion ................................................................................................................ 42
Limitations ................................................................................................................ 46
Future Research ....................................................................................................... 47
Concluding Remarks ................................................................................................ 48

3

References ................................................................................................................ 49
Appendix A: Interview Questions ................................................................................ 57
Appendix B: Direct Participant Recruitment ................................................................ 58
Appendix C: Indirect Participant Recruitment .............................................................. 59
Appendix D: Information Statement ............................................................................ 60
Appendix E: Consent Form ......................................................................................... 62
Appendix F: SERAP Approval..................................................................................... 63
Appendix G: CSU HREC Approval ............................................................................. 64

4

Certificate of Authorship

5

Acknowledgements

Thank you to my Supervisor, Marilyn, who was incredibly supportive in leading
me through the journey of qualitative research. Seeing your blue text helped get
me through the tough days when there was no end in sight, and I am so grateful
for your encouragement and patience.
Thank you to each of my amazing participants for sharing your stories with me
and allowing me to get to know you and the challenges you experienced. I have
been truly inspired by such a wonderful group of impassioned individuals.
Cheers to my Mum, who helped me focus and gather myself from the floor
when needed with your supportive words. Thank you for helping out with the
family, entertaining the girls, and lending an ear when I needed it
Thank you to my wonderfully nerdy husband, who distracted our little ladies to
help me hide in the study. Thank you also for encouraging me to take breaks
and look after myself. I loved how our tornado started to knock on the door and
bring me fruit/toys to cheer me up. Finally, we are never moving house mid
thesis while juggling a one and two-year-old again. I would never have been
able to do any of this without your love and support.
To my Tiny Teddie and Tiny Dancer, thank you for the cuddles, fruit snacks,
dances and kisses. You are now allowed back in the vicinity of the study, and I
love you both every all day.

6

Ethics Approval

The Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee approved the
research reported herein.
Approval/Protocol Number: H21199
Date Granted: 24th June 2021

The NSW Department of Education’s State Education Research Application
Process (SERAP) approved the research herein.
Approval/Protocol Number: 2021245
Date Granted: 7th September 2021

7

Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic is continually evolving and affecting daily life across
the globe, with increasing concerns for the mental health of individuals and
communities. School counsellors are uniquely positioned to support Australia’s
young people with their mental health and wellbeing; however, there is little
research investigating their perspectives of their role and experiences during
COVID-19. The study used the methodology of phenomenology and semistructured interviews to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of six
NSW Department of Education school counsellors during the COVID-19
learning-from-home periods and their aftermath. The study contributes to
emerging research on the impact of COVID-19, focusing on how school
counsellors continued to support students' mental health during the pandemic
through changed practices. Although Coviu, the telehealth platform used by
many school counsellors during the learning-from-home periods, encouraged
openness from students, it was found not to be as effective as face-to-face
counselling. The study also found that the most significant challenges faced by
school counsellors were the reduction of privacy for students, mask-wearing,
the cessation of psychological testing, and the personal toll on counsellors. This
study concluded that although there were many positive aspects of the altered
school counselling practices, they were eclipsed by difficulties with
confidentiality impacting the therapeutic relationship and student privacy—both
at home and when school returned. In addition, school counselling practices
must evolve to support student agency during these challenging times.

Keywords: school counsellor, COVID-19, confidentiality, Australia, New
South Wales
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School Counsellors' Experiences of the COVID-19 Learning-From-Home
Periods and Their Aftermath
On January 30, 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO) advised that
COVID-19 was a global health emergency (United Nations, 2020). On March
11, the WHO’s Director-General declared COVID-19 a pandemic and spoke
emotively when he declared:
We have never before seen a pandemic that can be controlled … We
have called every day for countries to take urgent and aggressive action.
We have rung the alarm bell loud and clear. … We can not say loudly
enough, or clearly enough, or often enough: all countries can still change
the course of the pandemic. (para. 10, 12, 13, 17)
From the early days of COVID-19, the Australian Government acted
promptly to enact health measures to try to keep Australians safe. These
included international travel restrictions from February 1 for those who had
recently visited China (Prime Minister of Australia et al., 2020) then, the
Australian Prime Minister announced on March 22 restrictions on social
gatherings and the widespread closures of facilities including pubs, gyms,
entertainment venues and places of worship. While schools were to remain
open, they were encouraged to offer online and distance learning for those
children whose parents chose to keep them at home (Prime Minister of
Australia, 2020a). The following day, March 23, the New South Wales (NSW)
Premier modified the school advice when she advised that schools would
remain open but parents/carers were asked to keep their children home from
school and that schools would move to online learning (NSW Government,
2020). This period when children were temporarily unable to attend school
because of COVID-19 restrictions and were being supported at home in their
learning by their parents or carers became known as learning from home (NSW
Education, n.d.).
The impact of COVID-19 is ongoing and currently changing with
unexpected results—short-term effects are under scrutiny, and long-term effects
are unknown. In Australia, there was a significant drop in life satisfaction from
January 2020, and the percentage of individuals experiencing psychological
distress has increased (Biddle et al., 2020). Fear, anxiety, loneliness, and sleep
problems are among the issues faced all over the country, with children and
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young people being affected in immeasurable ways due to the disruptions to
their lives and the challenges of social isolation (Australian Human Rights
Commission, 2020, p. 4).
School counsellors who have a role in schools to support students’
mental health and wellbeing (NSW Government, n.d.) would traditionally have
been in a prime position to help these young people. They usually meet with
their students in a private face-to-face school setting. However, learning-fromhome restrictions changed this. Almost overnight, school counsellors needed to
plan how to support students through a device screen or support students they
may not even be able to see. The purpose of this study is to examine the
experiences, attitudes and perceived challenges of school counsellors working
in NSW Department of Education (the Department) schools during the COVID19 learning-from-home period and its aftermath.

Literature Review
To gain an understanding of the literature connected to this study
regarding school counsellors’ experience of the learning-from-home period, the
researcher reviewed six areas of literature (Ary et al., 2019, p. 560): i) COVID19 roadmap for schools, ii) young people and mental health; iii) the role of the
school counsellor, iv) attitudes towards online services, v) COVID-safe
practices, and vi) vulnerable students.
Across the globe, there were severe disruptions within the schooling
systems, with early research focusing on how learning has been affected by
learning-from home, remote learning, the return to school, and how these have
impacted academics and mental health (Gore, Fray, Miller, Harris & Taggart,
2020). The impact on those working to support students has barely been
explored. Young people needed the support of those who would help them
through such a traumatic time—school counsellors.
Covid-19 Roadmap for Schools
When the NSW Premier, Gladys Berejiklian, announced on March 23,
2020, that parents/carers needed to keep their children home from school
(NSW Government, 2020a), the exception was for the children of essential
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workers who needed to send their children to school so that the parent could
work. The following day, the Prime Minister defined an essential worker as
everyone who has a job in the Australian economy that is essential to ensuring
the country can continue to operate (Prime Minister of Australia, 2020b).
The impact of the Federal and State Governments’ advice was wideranging for schools. Overnight, school staff had to prepare to move to complete
online education and communication. All schooling activities were cancelled—
no longer would assemblies, celebrations, sports or inter-school competitions
occur (Australian Government Department of Health, 2020). Parents were no
longer allowed on site without an appointment, and all external support services
were paused until further notice. Consequently, students who were still
attending school were unable to receive specialist support, including learning,
speech and occupational therapy within the school. Students who regularly
utilised these services to engage with peers and classwork could no longer do
so, and students with special needs were unable to access their regular support
network. On April 21, 2020, it was announced that from week three of term two,
students would be returning to school one day a week with the view to full-time
return from term three—July 27, 2020 (Nguyen, 2020). However, in May, the
NSW Premier announced that all students would return to face-to-face full-time
learning from May 25, 2020 (NSW Government, 2020b), and from June 15,
2020, external service providers could return on-site for students.
As the country was slowly getting used to a new way of life, the Prime
Minister released a statement on June 28, 2021, acknowledging a new variant
of COVID-19 with a significantly higher rate of transmissibility—the Delta variant
(Prime Minister of Australia, 2021). The earlier strain was believed to have little
effect on children. However, the Delta strain was found to affect all age groups
(Scott & Thorne, 2021). In response to an outbreak in Sydney, NSW Health
(2021, June) announced restrictions for Greater Sydney, limiting visitors to
households, having one person per four square metres, and restricting nonessential travel for a number of areas. One week later, NSW Health (2021, July)
announced stricter measures for Greater Sydney that prohibited residents of
several areas from leaving their homes unless shopping for food, medical care,
exercise, or essential work or education that could not be completed at home.
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Rules varied based on Local Government Areas (LGAs), and many schools
were once again closed down for face-to-face learning. The 2021 bout of
lockdowns brought many difficult decisions for schools and their communities,
including large-scale discussions regarding vaccinations for students and staff.
Following an announcement by the Minister for Health and Medical Research,
who issued a Public Health Order requiring all Education workers to be fully
vaccinated (NSW Department of Health and Medical Research, 2021), the
Department made a declaration. From October 18, 2021, it was mandatory,
unless medically exempt, for all school staff working on NSW school grounds to
be fully vaccinated (NSW Government, 2021).
Young People and Mental Health
Mental health disorders can be viewed as primary or secondary, severe
and less severe, and some are categorised as lifetime disorders (Kessler et al.,
2007). Primary disorder severity may be reduced, and secondary disorders
prevented with quality intervention. In addition, less severe disorders may
precede severe disorders but may not be identified due to their low severity
level. Kessler et al.'s (2007) work reviewed the age of onset of mental health
and found that approximately half of all lifetime disorders begin in the mid-teens.
The initial onset of mental difficulties materialises in childhood and adolescence.
School counsellors, working with families/carers and teachers, are uniquely
positioned to identify disorders, support students through quality interventions,
and refer them to outside agencies to get the help they need to prevent further
distress and reduce the severity and symptoms experienced.
The Child and Adolescent Mental Health and Educational Outcomes
report (Young Minds Matter, 2017) examined the impact of mental health
disorders on school-aged (kindergarten to year 12) young people in Australia.
They found that mental health disorders affect one in seven and impact their
educational experiences and academic abilities. Those impacted by mental
health disorders can expect a higher rate of absenteeism, an increased gap in
achievement and decreased connection to peers and schoolwork engagement
when compared to students who are not affected by a disorder. Mental health
disorders are more prevalent in low socioeconomic backgrounds and include
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homes experiencing family breakups, parental unemployment and low
household incomes. In the 12 months before the report came out, suicidal
ideation presented in 12 to 17-year-olds at a rate of one in 13, and of those, one
in three had attempted suicide. This report highlighted the vital role of school
counsellors as critical for prevention and early intervention for young people.
Mental health stigma has impacted young people and their help-seeking
skills, associated with adverse health outcomes (Sebastian & Richards, 2017).
For young people, the fear of confidentiality loss and being labelled as unstable
or suicidal was a deterrent to seeking help (Berger et al., 2013; Fortune et al.,
2008; Jerica et al., 2021). These studies also uncovered that students wanted
help-seeking behaviours to be normalised and assurance that the problems
they face are common. Additionally, teachers are not always viewed as adults
who will listen or be trustworthy (Berger et al., 2013), highlighting the
importance of having a support person who will maintain confidentiality. Results
suggest that identity struggles, social norm difficulties, risky behaviours and
power (or lack of) in relationships can discourage youths from seeking help and
disclosing personal information (Fortune et al., 2008).
Interestingly, research has revealed that online options for help-seeking,
such as web-texting helplines, are increasingly popular for young people
(Watling et al., 2021). Counsellors revealed concerns regarding counselling via
texting platforms due to miscommunication (Bambling et al., 2008). The
absence of non-verbal cues increases the difficulty of accurately assessing the
problems faced by the young person. King et al. (2007) noted that privacy was a
significant concern of young people, as they did not have to wait until they were
alone in the house to talk to a counsellor for fear of being overheard on the
phone. Additionally, the texting environment was less confronting than face-toface or talking on the phone. Furthermore, young people felt more in control of
the session as they could take their time to respond and had the option of
deleting their texts before sending, allowing edits to take place.
Role of the School Counsellor
Currently, in New South Wales, a school counsellor must complete a
university degree in teaching, complete a university degree in psychology and
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hold registration (provisional or full) as a psychologist with the Australian Health
Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA) (NSW Education, 2021). With dual
qualifications, school counsellors have specific expertise that brings together
the two practices. They have school experience from their teaching background
but are no longer teachers and are, therefore, able to maintain strict levels of
confidentiality unless it is unsafe to do so (APS, 2007).
Even without the added complications of COVID-19, school counsellors,
who hold such a pivotal role for young people, have been overworked and
understaffed. In 2020, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2021) recorded
810,705 students enrolled in NSW Department Schools. The Australian
Psychological Society (2016) recommended that the school counsellor to
student ratio should be 1:500. According to a statement released by the NSW
Teachers Federation (NSWTF, 2020) in November 2020, the actual ratio was
1:743. With increasing mental health concerns during 2020, only 20% of
secondary schools and 4% of primary schools had a counsellor on-site in NSW
Department schools every day. School counsellor burnout was associated with
unmanageable workloads, more significant stress associated with work and
personal lives and increased instances of providing support in their personal
time (King et al., 2018; O'Dea et al. 2017). Almost half of the participants in
O'Dea et al.'s (2017) study had experienced burnout which is three years before
the working-from-home period faced by school counsellors. According to this
study, school counsellors spend most of their time each day completing the
following three tasks: individual therapy (45.1% of the day), administration
(19.3%) and psychometric assessment (13.9%), with crisis management and
risk assessment occupying less of the day. It is important to note that 67.6% of
all school counsellor tasks are related to mental health.
School counsellors hold a solid position to deliver assistance to students
with difficulties around learning, social, emotional and psychological concerns,
and personal issues. School counsellors complete psychometric assessments,
liaise with and refer to outside agencies, provide support to school staff and
parents, and provide counselling for students. In many cases, the school
counsellor is the first individual a young person may access or trust for support
(O'Connor, 2020), whether through self-referral or identification by a teacher or

14

parent/carer. In primary schools, parents are aware of their child's support from
a counsellor—parents must sign a permission note. However, in secondary
schools, students typically self-refer, and often, the parents do not know their
child is seeing the counsellor. Self-referrals are important for the young person's
agency and seeking help for themselves. With school counsellors holding such
a vital role for young people, it is essential to examine their experiences,
challenges and perceptions of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Attitudes Towards Online Services
Traditionally, school counselling has been face-to-face sessions within
the school. However, COVID-19 brought challenges that forced many
occupations to be completed at home. School counsellors needed to move
away from their traditional in-person, and often informal sessions, to remote
counselling using Coviu, the telehealth videoconferencing platform (Coviu,
2021). Students can be referred to the school counsellor in several ways: they
may self-refer and choose to access the service, a friend may go to the
counsellor with concerns about a peer, parents may request counselling for a
student, and teaching staff may notice a student having difficulties and access
the counsellor through the school's learning and support team. The changes to
remote learning wholly altered the way students accessed the school
counsellor. They could no longer casually drop-in or check-in when needed as
appointments needed to be made online or via e-mail. Additionally, it became
more challenging for teachers to identify those students who were struggling or
at risk of abuse as they were no longer seeing them in person daily (Hoffman &
Miller, 2020). Furthermore, concern regarding student safety and vulnerability
increased as teachers and school counsellors were now seeing into their
students' homes via webcam—something they had not previously experienced.
Things were vastly different.
From March 23, 2020, schools were required to move all learning and
communication tools and content online immediately (NSW Government,
2020a)—what did this mean for school counsellors and their
roles/responsibilities? Previous research has identified concerns and limitations
with counselling services going online. In Australia, school doors were not
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closed; however, parents were encouraged to keep their children at home. In
crisis situations, interruptions to education services have been linked to critical
impacts on psychological development, including the development of identity
(Baytiyeh, 2019). Muir et al. (2020) focused on implementing videoconferencing
psychotherapy across the public sector to reach vulnerable and at-risk
individuals. They acknowledged numerous benefits of videoconferencing but
concluded that the successful process of moving an extensive scale project
might take several years. O'Dea et al.'s (2017) examination of school
counsellors working in NSW Department of Education highschools aimed to
assess the barriers and facilitators to implementing a Web-based mental health
service within schools as perceived by the counsellors. Examples of barriers
included feelings of failure and not meeting the expected level of care (Barker &
Barker, 2021; Hyde et al., 2021), access to quality internet, worries about
privacy and confidential information being leaked, and, notably, concerns
surrounding the ability to respond promptly to at-risk students. They concluded
that many school counsellors were open to the idea of a web-based option.
However, they were already in need of support in their emotionally demanding
and challenging role and would need further support to implement a new webbased system.
Békés and Aafjes-van Doorn (2020) investigated the attitudes of
psychotherapists towards online therapy during COVID-19 and found positive
experiences were linked to those who had previously conducted therapy online.
The attitudes of school counsellors and their experiences of online counselling
have yet to be examined, and their sessions are generally held in person.
Beidoĝlu et al.’s (2015) earlier quantitative study focused on school counsellors.
They found some online tasks only somewhat useful, such as chat rooms and
performing assessments, but the use of video conferencing for counselling
sessions was met with negative views; stating that they were not advantageous.
The paper's central focus was to measure attitudes towards the use of
information and communication technologies, mainly computer technologies.
They did, however, suggest that young people may be concerned about
disclosing private information online with a counsellor in case it becomes public
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and suggest that future research should examine the opposing views of online
counselling in detail.
A study by Hyde et al. (2021) revealed that ethical considerations were
found to be moderately to extremely challenging by 70.6% of participants. This
research showed that concerns regarding privacy and confidentiality were
important to psychologists working in school contexts. However, they also found
that despite the challenges, the participants preferred to continue utilising
telehealth alternatives for its flexibility and increased access to various
stakeholders who could more easily attend meetings. The latter is essential
during requirements for, and personal preference for, social distancing.
One study was conducted to explore the possibility of an online
counselling option from the perceptions of both secondary school students and
school counsellors (Glasheen et al., 2015). They found that overall, school
counsellors had negative opinions regarding effective online counselling, but
students were generally more optimistic about the idea. Some concerns
included crossing personal boundaries, worries that executive staff would
prioritise students for the counsellor and decide that in-person is more important
than online, and students would be dishonest if they are sitting with friends and
talking online. However, there was a prediction that students would become
more likely to speak freely as they would feel more comfortable communicating
indirectly. In addition, students who might not utilise face-to-face counselling
might try online therapy. Students in the study supported this prediction,
commenting that they would feel safer communicating online from their room.
As identified by Hyde et al. (2021), the provision of online alternatives opens up
options for students requiring flexibility in counselling delivery. The added
benefit is that other stakeholders can attend meetings more easily regardless of
their location.
Without seeing students face-to-face, the ability to observe and pick up
on cues and signs surrounding abuse and neglect was difficult (Hoffman &
Miller, 2020; Glasheen et al., 2015; Gore et al., 2020). Several studies raised
concerns regarding the use of technology, including access to technology and
devices and privacy issues (Beidoĝlu, et al., 2015; Békés & Aafjes-van Doorn,
2020; Blandford et al; 2020; Gore et al., 2020; Serlachius et al., 2020).
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Stoll et. al.’s (2020) narrative review of ethical arguments for and against
different types of online therapy found common themes across the 249
publications examined. The most important ethical arguments against online
psychotherapy included concerns with privacy, security and confidentiality,
technology-specific communication issues, gaps in research and competency of
therapists. The Australian Psychological Society (APS) Code of Ethics (2007)
Principle B.1. Competence, states that practitioners must not work outside the
limits of their education, training or appropriate professional experience. As
school counselling is traditionally held on school grounds in a face-to-face
session, it is reasonable to expect that most NSW Department counsellors had
little to no experience with online counselling yet were expected to begin this
practice right away.
COVID-Safe Practices
COVID-safe practices were implemented across the state. Unless
medically exempt, all individuals over the age of 12 were required to wear a
mask outside their home—including schools. (NSW Department of Health and
Medical Research, 2021). Carbon (2020) found that face masks reduced
accuracy in identifying and assessing a range of emotions, including anger,
disgust, fear, neutral, sad, and happiness. In addition, it revealed that
participants were less confident in their ability to assess emotions. Furthermore,
it suggested that social interactions may be problematic as masks interfere with
assessing accurate facial expressions and emotions. Hence, it was reasonable
to expect that the therapeutic relationship could be impaired when students
returned to face-to-face learning.
Pearson Clinical publishes resources for psychologists required for
testing and assessing clients—resources available to registered psychologists
only. They released a statement explaining that masks may alter client
responses or impede phoneme-dependent stimuli, and voices may be distorted,
making instructions more challenging to understand (Pearson Clinical, 2020).
Additionally, fogging may occur if the individual wears glasses, further impeding
visual capabilities. One alternative they suggested was using a sanitised room
for the client, with the psychologist in a separate room.
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Vulnerable Students
COVID-19 sent ripples across the globe. An estimated 1.38 billion
children were out of school care and had no access to social activities,
playgrounds, or sports (Cluver et al. 2020). There was no indication of how long
this would last, and the implications are still being explored. In periods of school
closures, young people experience increased vulnerability and violence at home
(Brown et al., 2020; Cluver et al., 2020; Mertens et al., 2020). The reported
rates of abuse rise, and the stress and fear, increasingly perpetuated by the
media, impairs daily living. Additionally, high-frequent social media use
throughout the pandemic was linked to increased fear (Mertens et al., 2020),
loneliness, and impacted on wellbeing and poorer quality of life (Geirdal et al.
2021).
Notably, teachers reported increasing concerns regarding student safety
as restrictions prevented members of the public from leaving their homes.
Consequently, students were unable to escape family violence, poverty,
parental substance abuse and mental health issues (Brown et al., 2020). These
are all factors that affect the emotional safety of a young person in conjunction
with the social isolation they were facing by being unable to see their peers, the
inability to escape to their place of stability and safety (school), and difficulty
experiencing connectedness to others via a screen. In some cases, the school
staff may be the only adults they may feel care about them. According to the
National Youth Mental Health Survey 2020, loneliness in young people has
increased to 54% compared to 49% in 2018 (Headspace 2021). Feelings of
isolation and lack of companionship were also found to have increased.
Around one in six young people in Australia live in households classed as
low-income (Davidson et al., 2020) which places them in the vulnerable
category. This vulnerability could include parents unable to help with online
learning and communication due to their skills or experiences. Resources such
as books and devices may not be available at home, and quality internet, vital
for school counsellors' access during the learning-from-home period, may not
be accessible. Reports predicted that almost 50% of students in Australia would
be affected by poorer educational outcomes due partly to access to reliable
technology for learning and a suitable home learning environment and support
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(Brown et al., 2020; Finkel, 2020). Students from low socioeconomic
households are less likely to have a quiet or private place to talk to counsellors
and are more likely to have low computer literacy. Therefore, access to a device
to use the Coviu platform for support (including a camera, microphone, internet)
may be difficult (Glasheen et al., 2015). The household may only have one
device shared by all, including a parent who may be working from home (Brown
et al., 2020; Lamb et al., 2020; Paredes et al., 2020).
A school is a safe place for many young people, a respite from
challenging home environments. A key concern for teachers regarding the
learning-from-home periods was not seeing their students in person (Gore et
al., 2020). Teachers and school counsellors are mandatory reporters. They are
trained to be early detectors and reporters of signs that a student may be
experiencing neglect or abuse and are in a position to check in with students
daily. Students who do not have lunch at school are noticed, their interactions at
school are on display and physical signs of whether or not they have been
sleeping are in the open. There are two serious issues with this. Firstly, these
cues are nigh impossible to notice online, and secondly, if the child is at home
all day every day with their perpetrator, they have no way to talk to someone
else without being overheard or escape to feel safe.
O'Connor's (2020) work focused on five weeks from April 2020 and the
use of school counsellors during this time which led to some interesting
findings. He found a decrease in the number of students who were actively
engaged in counselling, but of those who were engaged, the average number of
sessions they had increased. The study suggests two reasons that this may
have occurred: teachers had difficulty identifying students who were having
issues coping or requiring extra support due to the nature of online learning,
and stricter procedures for scheduling appointments rather than just dropping
into the office when needed. An unexpected outcome of this work found
counselling sessions were more focused on personal issues such as grief,
adjustment, self-esteem and identity. O’Connor’s study is limited because it
focused on a singular prep-12 private day/boarding school in Queensland, but
the findings are still important to build a picture of the impact on counselling
services.
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Emerging research has found that young people are more likely to reveal
increased levels of psychological distress due to the impact of COVID-19
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2021). The Australian Human Rights
Commission (AHRC, 2020) reported on how COVID-19 impacted children and
young people by examining the reasons behind contacting Kids Helpline. It
identified significant concerns from young people regarding their usual
pathways for mental health support, concerns that they were beyond reach or
difficult to access. Interviews with teachers and school leaders (Gore et al.,
2020) highlighted the inequity faced by students. Many did not have access to
the internet or devices to complete schoolwork, so contact with school
counselling services was limited.
Since COVID-19 has been around a relatively short time, there is limited
data on how young people's mental health has been affected and how it will
continue to impact them in the long term. To address this issue, it is essential to
explore the lived experiences of school counsellors during this period as they
held, and continue to hold, a pivotal role in supporting young people's mental
health. To do this, the current study investigated how school counsellors
adapted during the COVID-19 learning-from-home period by examining their
experiences, attitudes, and perceptions of the challenges they faced.

Rationale, Aim and Research Question
The rationale for this study was threefold. First, the researcher has been
a classroom teacher and a learning support teacher, including in 2020. During
these times, she has worked closely with school counsellors and learning
support teams to assist students within classrooms. These experiences have
taught her the importance of school as a safe place, the effect of well-being and
mental health on students, and a school counsellor's positive impact in these
areas. Second, in 2021/2, the researcher is in a School Counsellor in Training
program and undertaking a related Master’s degree. This has caused her to
query how school counsellors have supported their students during the COVID19 learning-from home periods. Third, the researcher’s review of the literature
related to school counsellors and the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods
has revealed only one study on Australian school counsellors’ perceptions
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during the pandemic. This research by Connor (2020) focused only on the first
five-week learning-from-home period and concentrated on school counsellors in
one private day/boarding school in Queensland. Hence, there is a scarcity of
research on Australian school counsellors’ perceptions during the pandemic.
These circumstances have led to the researcher, as a future school
counsellor, to choose to explore school counsellors' perceptions of the COVID19 learning-from-home periods so she can understand better their experience.
Furthermore, the researcher wanted to provide an opportunity for school
counsellors to share their stories in light of the lack of research currently
available that centred on school counsellors.
As such, this study aimed to fill a gap in the literature by exploring the
lived experiences of school counsellors working in NSW schools during the
COVID-19 learning-from-home periods and their aftermath. The research
question addressed in this study was: How did COVID-19 impact school
counsellors during the learning-from-home periods and their aftermath?

The Study's Research Design and Philosophical Assumptions
This section explains the study's research design and its philosophical
assumptions as depicted visually in Figure 1 as the researcher sought to
answer the research question: How did COVID-19 impact school counsellors
during the learning-from-home periods and their aftermath? The section begins
by discussing qualitative research, then the study's paradigm followed by its
ontological and epistemological foundations and theoretical perspective. Next,
the study's methodology will be considered, followed by its methods of semistructured interview and thematic data analysis. After presenting the study's
ethical considerations, then criteria for ensuring trustworthiness, the section
concludes with a discussion on reflexivity regarding the researcher's reflections
on her interaction with the research process.
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Figure 1
The Study's Research Design Process Using Crotty's (1998) Framework
Qualitative Reseach

Paradigm
Constructivist

Ontology—multiple realities
exist
Relativist

Epistemology—how we know what
we know
Interpretivist

Theoretical Perspective—philosophical stance
informing the methodology
Interpretivism

Methodology—broad plan of action
for the research
Phenomenology
Method—technique
Semi-structured interviews

Qualitative Research
The researcher's decision to engage in qualitative research was driven
by her desire to collect non-numerical data (Fraenkel et al., 2015, p. 425) to
seek to understand and interpret (Ary et al., 2019, p. 373) NSW school
counsellors' lived experiences during and in the aftermath of the 2020-21
COVID-19 learning-from-home periods. Qualitative research assumes the
researcher needs to interpret the social world and that all social experiences are
valued and authentic but not value-free due to reality being subjective and
individually constructed (Kumar, 2011). Qualitative research also allows the
researcher the flexibility to examine participants in their natural settings and
explore similarities and variations in an attempt to "understand, explain, explore,
discover and clarify [their] situations, perceptions, attitudes, values, beliefs and
experiences" (Kumar, 2011, p. 103).
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Research Paradigm
In keeping with qualitative research, the particular paradigm or view of
the world the researcher chose for this study was constructivism (Cheu-jey,
2013, p. 403), a view that the world, or what is known about the world, is
socially constructed (Theys, 2017, p. 36). Further, that reality is constantly being
constructed contingent on the actors' (usually powerful or influential people's (p.
36)) ideas and beliefs. As such, meaning is not permanent. Instead, it can
change over time (p. 37). Therefore, constructivists appreciate individuals'
subjective explanations and their understandings of their circumstances or
experiences (Leavy, 2017, p. 13).
Ontology, Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective
Underpinning this constructivist paradigm is a relativist ontology and an
interpretivist epistemology (Pope & Mays, 2020, p. 15). Relativism is the belief
that different people and cultures have different views about what is truth; as
such, there is no single reality, instead, reality is dependent on circumstances
(HarperCollins, n. d.). Accordingly, the interpretivist epistemology maintains that
knowledge is not out there waiting to be discovered. Rather, it is individually or
socially constructed (Kivunya & Kuyini, 2017, p. 27). In keeping with this
epistemology, this study employed the theoretical perspective of interpretivism
to inform the methodology (Crotty, 1998, p. 3).
Methodology
As one of the elements in the research process, methodology governs
the choice of methods to use (Crotty, 1998, p. 2). In alignment with
interpretivism, the researcher used the methodology of phenomenology to find
out about the lived experiences and perceptions of the school counsellor
participants. Following the phenomenological approach, the focus was on
individuals who have all encountered the same experience but looking at it
through their personal lens (Creswell, 2013). The lived experiences of the
participants were compared, looking at their similarities and differences, their
subjectiveness and objectiveness.
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Method
Semi-Structured Interviews to Obtain Data
Adhering to the methodology of phenomenology, the researcher
collected data through the method of interviews. In this person-to-person
process, the researcher asks questions of participants, then records their
answers (Kumar, 2011). The interview type was semi-structured, hence utilising
a predetermined set of fundamental questions as occurs with structured
interviews. However, with semi-structured interviews, the researcher asked
additional questions to delve more deeply into the experiences and perceptions
of the participants (Creswell, 2013). Interviews began with general knowledge
questions and were followed by more specific (open-ended) knowledge, opinion
and feelings questions (Fraenkel et al., 2015, p. 451) relating to the experiences
of school counsellors during the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods and
their aftermath (Appendix A).
Participants
For this study, the researcher chose NSW Department school
counsellors as participants. She chose this group as her review of the literature
located no research on school counselling in New South Wales during the
COVID-19 lockdown periods. The closest research was a Queensland study
that explored school counselling during the first lockdown period (2020) in one
private school in Queensland (O'Connor, 2020). This was despite the pivotal
role school counsellors play in supporting students' mental health. Despite this
lack of research, there has been an abundance of research examining the
impact of the pandemic on Australian students' learning (e.g. Drane, et al.,
2020; Gore et al., 2021 & Page et al., 2021), teachers (e.g. Allen et al., 2020;
Beames et al., 2021 & Flack et al., 2020) and the mental health of Australians
(Biddle, 2020; Dodd et al., 2021 & Rossell et al., 2020).
Purposive Sampling to Recruit Participants
Participants were recruited for this study using purposive sampling, a
sampling technique where the researcher's judgement was used to determine
who is able to contribute the most valuable information to the study (Fraenkel et
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al., 2015, p. 101). The characteristics the researcher used to recruit participants
for this study were participants who: i) must have had at least two or more years
working as a school counsellor; ii) were employed within NSW public schools as
a school counsellor during the 2020/2021 learning-from-home periods, iii) have
current registration as a psychologist with AHPRA, and; iv) were willing to
commit to a formal audio-recorded interview. However, it is essential to note
that the results of purposive sampling cannot be generalised across different
contexts or periods as participants were purposefully chosen for their
experiences during a specific timeframe and environment (Ary et al., 2019, p.
177).
The researcher employed a staged process to recruit participants for the
study. Potential participants were contacted via email either directly (Appendix
B) or through their Senior Psychologist of Education (Appendix C). The email
invited their participation, and the attached Information Statement (Appendix D)
outlined their expected experience. Once a potential participant contacted the
researcher via email to express interest, they were provided with a Consent
Form (Appendix E). As per the NSW Department of Education State Education
Research Applications Process Ethics' approval requirements (Appendix F),
when a participant completed a Consent Form, the researcher contacted the
principals of their schools to gain approval for their appointed counsellor to be
interviewed. This email assured the principal that the study would not contain
any identifiable information about the school or staff members. After the
approval of the principal was gained, the researcher contacted the participant to
organise a suitable time for the interview.
Interview Procedure
Interviews were held via a Zoom meeting. Times were agreed upon by
the researcher and participant based on practicality for both parties. With the
permission of the participants, all interviews were recorded via Zoom, then
carefully transcribed verbatim. Each participant received a copy of their
transcript for member checking prior to data analysis to increase the validity and
reliability of the data (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). The interview schedule did
not differ between participants (see Appendix A); however, aligning with the
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study's exploratory nature, follow-up questions varied based on participant
responses and member-checking for confirmability. Participants were provided
with the opportunity for member checking—to review their interview transcript to
clear up any miscommunication (Johnson & Christensen, 2017, p. 301).
Table 1 includes details of the participants including the pseudonym
given to protect their anonymity (Johnson & Christensen, 2017, p. 429),
participants' years working as a school counsellor, the schools in which they
work, and their teacher position prior to taking on the role as a school
counsellor.
Table 1
Participants' Demographics
Pseudonym
Years working as
a school
counsellor
Number
and mix of
current
schools

Avery
> 20

Blair
≈ 20

Charlie
2

Jesse
5

Eden
8

Layne
> 30

P

2

0

1

1

1

1

S

1 x coed

1 x coed

1x
selective
boys

1 x coed

1 x coed

1 x coed

P

S

P/S

P

S

S

F/T

P/T

F/T

F/T

F/T

P/T

Previous school
teaching
experience
Working

Note: P = primary school for students from five to12-year-old; S = secondary school for
students from 12 to 18-year-old; P/T = part-time; F/T = full-time

Data Analysis
Data analysis involved thematic analysis following Kumar's (2011) four
steps: i) main themes were identified across participant responses for every
question, ii) codes were assigned to themes which allow for keeping track of
how many times a theme is identified, iii) all participant responses were
classified under each central theme, and iv) the final report integrated the
themes and responses cohesively. However, often these steps were intertwined
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(Leedy & Ormrod, 2015, p. 309). Thematic analysis allowed the researcher to
focus on what they were told by the participant; the subject matter of their
speech was used as a resource rather than an avenue of inquiry (Riessman,
2008, p. 58). Subthemes were compared.
Ethical Considerations
When engaging in research, Australian researchers need to be aware of
ethical considerations and ensure their research accords with The Australian
Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (Australian Government, 2018).
Ethical approval for this study was granted by Charles Sturt University's Human
Research Ethics Committee under protocol number H21199 (Appendix G), and
the NSW Department of Education's State Education Research Applications
Process (SERAP) No. 2021245 (Appendix F).
The researcher ensured participant anonymity through two layers: i)
pseudonyms were used for participants who were de-identified on all transcripts
(Table 1), and; ii) all data was stored on the researcher's password-protected
computer in a password-protected folder. The researcher gained Informed
Consent (Appendix E) from each participant before the interview and to ensure
safety was confirmed through the use of Zoom for each interview. All
participants could withdraw consent up to one week after receiving this
interview transcript, at which point any data about them would be destroyed
(Appendix E).
Trustworthiness
The researcher planned for her study to reveal truthful findings. To
ensure its trustworthiness, she employed Lincoln and Guba's (1985) four
criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. To address
credibility or the truthfulness of the findings (Ary et al., 2019, p. 442), the
researcher used prolonged engagement and member checking. To illustrate,
each interview lasted for approximately 60 minutes. After each participant had
answered a question, the researcher offered examples of observations made by
other participants to see whether they had similar or contrasting experiences.
For member checking, she emailed each participant their interview transcript to
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provide opportunities for them to validate and approve the data about them, and
ensure confirmability (Kumar, 2011). To address transferability or the degree
the findings could be generalised (Ary et al., 2019, p. 445), she used thick
descriptions (Anney, 2014). This followed the assumption that the participants
chosen were the most knowledgeable regarding the issues faced, and that the
researcher provided clear descriptions of the research process up to the
conclusion of the final report. To address the dependability or consistency of the
results (Ary et al., 2019, p. 446), the researcher utilised the code-recode
strategy. Here, the same data is coded twice with a period of a week in between
each session of coding. This allowed the researcher to compare results and
explore deeper meanings of the data. To address confirmability that others
inquiring into the same topic could reach the same findings (Ary et al., 2019, p.
448), she re-examined her findings and conclusions to ensure they were
supported by the data. Participants may request a copy of the findings at the
completion of the thesis examination.
Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a salient component of ensuring the credibility,
transferability, confirmability, and dependability of qualitative research. It is a
process whereby the researcher addresses her own biases and preconceived
ideas about the study, its participants, and the relationship between them
(Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The researcher does not claim to separate herself
entirely from the research and instead acknowledges and reflects on her social
position in the social world (May & Perry, 2014).
Reflexive Techniques
The researcher reflected on her past experiences and the way those
experiences shaped her interpretations and expectations (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). She acknowledged, and discussed with her supervisor, her interest in
the topic as one that was new and evolving. The researcher's background as a
teacher within NSW Department of Education's schools provided her with
insight into the role of a school counsellor from within the school context. It is
important to note that although this study was part of the researcher's retraining
to become a school counsellor, she did not share in the same experiences as
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the participants—that is, she was not a school counsellor during any of the
COVID learning-from-home periods, nor has she ever been a school counsellor.
The researcher's prior experience as a Learning and Support Teacher
who had worked within Learning and Support Teams potentially allowed her to
be seen as a credible educational professional by participants. Her prior
experience also enabled rapport to quickly develop during interviews as school
counsellors work closely with Learning and Support Teams in schools. Although
her previous experience in education allowed for the data collection process to
be more open and informal, the researcher had not cultivated any expectations
regarding the themes that may emerge during the process.
The researcher's professional experience within schools and Learning
and Support Teams were considered in relation to whether the accounts of
participants would be affected. The researcher had a deep understanding of
staff roles and expectations, as well as school procedures and expectations.
This understanding included experience with the importance of flexibility for staff
and the impact of time constraints within educational roles. However, the
researcher had little knowledge of how school counsellors would have
experienced this during the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods and their
aftermath.

Findings
The aim of this study was to describe the lived experiences of NSW
Department of Education school counsellors who worked during the COVID-19
learning-from-home periods and their aftermath. This section reports the four
major themes and four sub-themes elicited from the data analysis. This section
begins by outlining the main themes and subsequent subthemes, whilst Figure
2 visually demonstrates their relationship. Next, the school counsellor role is
explored from the participants' perception, including the motivation behind what
they do and their passion for putting students and their mental health first.
Following this, the impact of COVID-19 and its effect on the school counselling
role and the personal lives of the school counsellor is investigated.
Subsequently, the issues with maintaining confidentiality throughout the
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pandemic are examined. Finally, the section concludes by looking at the
positive outcomes experienced by counsellors and school communities.
The researcher identified four main themes from an analysis of the data:
(1) motivation, mindset and mentality, (2) the dark cloud of COVID-19 and
its impact on school counsellors and their person, (3) the reduction of
privacy for students and counsellors, and (4) finding the silver lining of
the pandemic for counsellors and students. These themes and their
subsequent subthemes are connected to the work school counsellors perform
and how their practices changed to impact school communities as a result of
the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods (Figure 2).
Figure 2
The Relationships Between the Major Themes and Subthemes
•changes in the school
counsellor role
•school counsellors
are people too

Motivation,
mindset and
mentality

The dark
cloud of
COVID-19

Silver lining
on the cloud
of COVID-19

New
practices =
less privacy

•Comfort at home
•School community
wellbeing

Theme 1: Motivation, Mindset and Mentality
A central theme to emerge from the data was motivation, mindset and
mentality. This theme concerns participants' perceptions regarding their role,
the challenges they regularly face and their passion for advocating for their
students and students’ mental health. All participants described their role as one
that supports students. Two characteristic comments from this category are
included. Layne spoke of the way school counsellors connect to and guide
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students, "It's about building connections with that person…trying to help them
in a way … so that they can help themselves, not giving them answers, but
supporting them to come to a self-awareness of what's going on". Avery
explained how the school counsellor role is more than supporting the mental
health of the students:
A really unique opportunity to put practical supports in place that help
with mental health, so it's much broader than just supports, supporting
mental health 'cause you're making that connection between home, and
the child, and school, and trying to make it flow more smoothly in
whatever way or capacity that you can. (Avery)
Almost all participants highlighted the need for school counsellors to be
flexible to meet the needs of the student. Eden's comment regarding the
versatility of the role is a sample from this group, "It is a very intuitive and
flexible job … You kind of think, okay, what's needed here" (Eden). In addition,
slightly more than half of the participants spoke of the challenge of prioritising
students within the school schedule, a reminder that the role demands flexibility.
For example, Charlie spoke of the difficulty of students arriving at the door when
in a session with someone else, "Kids just show up out the door, and kids are
crying" (Charlie). Avery's comment highlighted the pressure faced by school
counsellors when prioritising students and incidents:
The hardest thing to me is, it's very hard to prioritise and balance the
day, and the reason for that is because every student, to them, is a
priority, and to the teacher, it's a priority, and to the parent, it's a priority,
and … so there is this assumption that it will be a priority to me. But
obviously, if you've got 15 or 16 referrals in one day, you can't see that
number of children. (Avery)
More than half of the participants found the role challenging when school
systems did not align with what was best for the child. The following two
comments from Blair illustrate these constraints, "Difficult is … wanting to affect
change, wanting to be effective and … affect meaningful change or facilitate
that where there are limitations on that". "Some of the system issues, this drive
to assess and diagnose and, and to pathologise to see something wrong in
individuals rather than explore their story and what makes sense of why they do
what they do" (Blair).
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Every participant spoke about the importance of liaising between
numerous stakeholders and units of support for the students. The comments
from this cluster are reflected in Charlie's example of the networks school
counsellors work within, "You're not just working by yourself. You work with the
student and the teachers and the parents, their GP, or their external
psychologist … we just try to facilitate, facilitate learning for the students"
(Charlie).
Half of the participants stated they have had to explain their role to
school staff members who do not always understand their expertise. The
following remarks are examples from this group. Avery communicated that out
of necessity, she has had to develop skills to prove her expertise to school
leaders, "I'm not saying what I'm saying just for the fun of it" (Avery). Layne
expressed how she sometimes feels teachers have reacted when she has
suggested support strategies for a child within the classroom, "What credibility
have you got in the classroom if you come in and tell me to move that desk?"
(Layne).
All participants stated that they had faced misconceptions regarding their
role. Below are examples of misunderstandings regarding their role which
participants had mentioned during their interview. Jesse maintained that the
school counsellor role was misunderstood and that students and staff were
unaware of how busy school counsellors actually are, "We don't just sit in our
offices at school and wait for them to rock up" (Jesse). Charlie explained, "We
don't diagnose, but we can write reports that help inform paediatricians and GPs
and speech therapists". An issue Eden raised was a perception that school
counsellors should be used to sort out inappropriate classroom behaviours.
Eden emphasised that school counsellors should not be part of a student's
punishment and that the role is really about listening and helping, "[School
counsellors] don't get involved in things like … disciplining kids … all of the
carrot and none of the stick" (Eden).
All participants spoke of their passion for their job and the way they put
the students at the centre of all they do. Below are comments that illustrate how
the participants feel about their role, "Give students someone that, that they can
talk to, share the load with, be a listening ear and, and want a safe place to be
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heard" (Jesse). "I'd like to see them more than thrive. I'd like to see them …
flourish" (Eden), "It's not a job, it's if I can use the word vocation, it's a life"
(Layne), "Think about how you can … make an impact … think about creative
ways to reach out or contribute" (Blair), and "Being able to be that sort of voice
for the child" (Charlie).
In summary, school counsellors play a passionate and vital role in
supporting the academic, social, emotional and psychological wellbeing of
students. However, despite their expertise, it appears that school counsellors
have to fight a variety of misconceptions within the school environment to prove
themselves.
Theme 2: The Dark Cloud of COVID-19
This theme examined how school counsellors' practices changed in
the face of COVID-19 and how this impacted school counsellors. Two
subthemes emerged: Changes in the role, and School counsellors are people
too. The subtheme changes in the role explored the various changes school
counsellors made to their practices to best support the students and schools
throughout the pandemic. All the participants reported significant changes to the
practices of school counsellors. One example was the change of clientele,
which almost all of the participants reported. Avery spoke about supporting
teachers, and Jesse discussed providing assistance to parents, "to some
extent, your client changed quite dramatically, because typically … teachers
aren't our clients. But in order to manage what was going on for families and for
students, we had to support the teachers in that capacity" (Avery). "Most
parents obviously found it very difficult, so our support was going to them more
so, and then that obviously trickled down to supporting their students, their
children" (Jesse).
Almost all participants described Covid-safe practices as impacting their
role in various ways. Two examples of this were mask-wearing and the physical
environment. Most of the participants found mask-wearing to be difficult when
talking to students. Avery's comment reflected the group's challenge with maskwearing,
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The wearing of the masks is a nightmare because so much of what we
do is facial expressions and most of their faces are covered up by a
mask so that's a bit harder. If it's a case where you really need to have a
conversation without a mask, then I would probably choose to take the
child outside. If it's a primary school kid particularly, and just go for a walk
somewhere private where you can take the mask off. (Avery)
More than half of participants found the physical environment of the
counsellor's office challenging to manage whilst following COVID-safe practices.
All participants from this group spoke of taking students outside to counter the
difficulties of maintaining personal space and wearing masks in complex cases.
The following remark is an example from this group, "So there's a lot of walk
and talk and sitting outside in nature, which is quite nice actually" (Layne).
Almost all participants stated that they could no longer complete
cognitive assessments or psychometric testing throughout the pandemic. Two
comments from this group illustrate the challenge in completing assessments.
Eden explained the impact that masks have on test validity, "one of the reasons
we've been asked not to do cognitive assessments because they just wouldn't
be reliable and valid because they're not under, you know, they don't follow the
standardised rules if you're covered from here to here" (Eden). Also, Charlie
discussed being unable to use the hands-on manipulatives required in cognitive
assessments and the impact of missing school on testing,
No, we can't do assessments one, for hygiene purposes, but also it's not
going to be a fair assessment of someone's abilities to someone who
hasn't been in regular school attendance for four months … It's probably
going to be very inaccurate. (Charlie)
Less than half of the participants found that their student caseload reduced, and
half of the participants used more time to initiate further learning or pursue new
ways to work. Both of these factors were discussed by Blair in the following
statement,
[when it's been quiet] I'm like, well how can I be productive and do work
so I go into sort of online learning, engage in … reading articles or
podcasts … [there are also] various meetings I attend … and if there's
nothing there, I'll keep myself busy with self-learning. (Blair)
All of the participants reported utilising Coviu, the telehealth
videoconferencing platform school counsellors used. One participant was
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apprehensive about the use of Coviu, stating, "for counselling, I wasn't sure
how, how it would go, until I tried it for myself. So I was just a bit sceptical, I
guess" (Jesse). More than half of the participants communicated with students
via email — typically school counsellors avoid sharing their Department email
address. However, one participant explained why their team was not
comfortable contacting students this way,
It was more about the concern that a student might reach out at a time
that we're not available, yeah. The risk that they might be waiting for a
response and then not getting one … or abusing that privilege of having
our contacts. (Jesse)
Half the participants spoke about difficulties with internet and phone
connections interfering with sessions. Layne's comment reflected the difficulty
with contacting families when working at one of their schools, and suggested
the impact on the confidential nature of the role,
You can't, if you've got to make a private confidential phone call, you've
virtually got to walk outside the building and sit in the garden if you're
lucky, and there are certain times of the day when maybe the satellite
passes. I don't know, but, you've got to use the phone, the school phone.
And oftentimes parents just give a mobile phone, so when you ring them,
it's cutting out or they're at work (Layne).
Nearly half of the participants spoke of the worries of supporting students at risk
of self-harm or suicide from the other side of a screen rather than in person.
Avery discussed the way they handled the change of practice for students,
So you would say to a student. 'Look, you know, obviously here is the
blurb on confidentiality, and here's what this means. There are some
slight differences when we're working remotely and here are the
differences around confidentiality. If you say these things to me, I will be
calling home, or I will be calling the police, and they will be turning up on
your doorstep'. (Avery)
The following subtheme, school counsellors are people too, looked at
various personal challenges all participants faced. One participant spoke of the
strain they felt to lead other staff members,
There is this sense that we can't fall apart in our role … I've certainly had
the experience where staff members have said, 'you know, we look at the
principal, and we look at the school counsellor, and if they're holding it
together we know we're going to be okay' … whilst [some say] … that's a
real compliment to what you do, there's a whole heap of responsibility
that goes with, or a feeling of responsibility that goes with that comment
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… if you're not travelling okay, you can't let anyone else know that.
(Avery)
More than half of the participants advised that self-care was essential for school
counsellors to practice. However, two from this group found it difficult to practice
self-care and separate their work from their personal lives. Two comments are
characteristic of this issue, "Like when you're at home all the time to break that
sort of, I'm not at work anymore … I'm at home now I can relax … that was
probably the hardest thing that didn't work well" (Charlie)., and,
But when you're … [working through break times] at home you're
stretching those boundaries even further afield, so the hours that you're
working, are much, much more than they should be, so that's probably
one of the biggest challenges, you know turning the computer off and
going right, I'm not answering that email at half past 8 at night. (Avery)
One participant questioned whether they wanted to continue working as a
school counsellor during the lockdown. Their comment reflected their feelings of
distancing from the profession, "Whilst the kids were starting to disengage, I feel
like I've started to disengage a little, and … all that downtime has caused me to
really reevaluate. Do I want to be doing the job?" (Blair).
Less than half of participants were anxious about returning to the school
environment after working from home. One comment summarised the feelings
of this group,
I noticed the other day the student that was in here crying. They'd have,
couldn't put a mask on because they're like runny nose, and I'm like,
that's fine. But then I'm thinking, oh my gosh, I'll have to disinfect … I'm
just more hypervigilant … what if I get COVID? (Charlie)
Alternatively, two participants did not express concern regarding the return to
school. Below is a comment that reflected the indifference, "I wouldn't put it in
terms of being … afraid or concerned or anxious myself, you know, apart from
yuck value" (Eden).
In summary, the learning-from-home periods and their aftermath
demanded school counsellors change their practices to continue to support
students. Although these adjustments were necessary, it was essential to
highlight that these changes added pressure and stress to the personal lives of
school counsellors living through the same pandemic they were supporting
schools through.
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Theme 3: New Practices = Less Privacy
This theme describes the consequences of school counsellors' changing
practices and procedures on the private and confidential nature of the
therapeutic relationship which all participants reported they experienced.
Privacy was a challenge faced by all participants. School counsellors work
within strict guidelines following the APA Code of Ethics, ensuring that sessions
between the psychologist and the client are strictly confidential unless the
student's safety is affected. Eden compared this therapeutic relationship to that
between a doctor and a patient, "It's … a need to know basis … being mindful
that that's someone else's information, it's really their medical record". Avery
spoke of the helper aspect of their role as a school counsellor and the
significance of being a confidant:
It's a privilege to be … in that role where you're privy to conversations
with pretty much anyone that you speak to that are very private … but I
have to be made aware of what's going on so I can hope, help a child.
(Avery)
According to all the participants, COVID-19 severely suppressed the
confidential nature of the school counselling role during the learning-from-home
periods and the returning to schools. All participants mentioned difficulties they
faced that negatively affected the therapeutic relationship. For example, all
participants stated that a serious issue regarding confidentiality was the lack of
privacy for students' learning from home and the importance of considering
what may be overheard by other people in the home learning environment.
Suppose a student was having difficulties with a family member, leading to
feelings of depression, self-harm or suicidal ideation. In that case, their
opportunity to talk about these issues in private with the school counsellor may
have been removed. Layne and Jesse's comments were representative of the
confidential nature of the therapeutic relationship being impaired:
They mightn't say a lot in the room [at school], but they come into the
room and they felt … as if it was, you know … the cone of silence
whereas at home maybe for those kids … there wasn't a lot of trust with
parents, are they listening in? (Layne)
I had some students do Coviu while they were in the car. Not that I knew
they were going to be doing that, driving with their parents, so I was
thinking … well this parent can hear me while they're driving so I just
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need to keep this very … easy breezy, can't really get into anything too
deep while they're going between point A and B. (Jesse)
A difficulty that slightly less than half the participants mentioned was the
privacy of highschool students. Asking for parental permission for Coviu and
phone calls made counselling some students in highschool more challenging if
they did not want their parents to know they were talking to a school counsellor.
Avery and Layne's comments explain this difficulty:
In high school … they [students] can refer and parents don't necessarily
need to know. But if they're at home and the kid's on the phone to me,
parents are gonna ask that question. So [in terms of] confidentiality,
highschool kids were much more challenging. (Avery)
We always had to have parent permission, which made counselling very
difficult for certain highschool students who had self-referred, selfreferred in terms prior to COVID hitting. So parents weren't aware they
were coming to see us, they're old enough to do that … [During the
COVID lockdown periods] we also had to be aware that … we were also
going into the children's home, bedroom. So parents had to be aware of
that. (Layne)
Almost half the participants mentioned a secondary difficulty related to
requiring permission from the parents of highschool students. "At times I'd be
aware of a parent in the room, for example, whether by choice or not" (Jesse).
The participants who referred to this pointed out the lack of agency students
may have experienced whilst talking to the counsellor at home and having
parents sit in with them—something that typically does not occur during face-toface sessions at school.
The return to school for students and counsellors brought a new set of
challenges. COVID-19 safe practices for schools led to the implementation of
open doors and windows to allow for ventilation. Half of the participants
highlighted these practices as increasing student's hesitancy to be open in
sessions, and counsellor concerns for complete confidentiality. Layne's remarks
were representative of the group, "You've got to have windows open, which the
whole bit of confidentiality goes out the window, so to speak". "Your office
space might be absolutely atrocious, like [Highschool G], where they've got to
keep the door open, and … it's the main corridor everyone goes past".
More than half of the participants also reported their own challenges
during the learning-from-home periods. One issue raised concerned privacy.
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Half of the participants discussed the challenge of working from home and
finding a private space to work to ensure they were not overheard. Jesse
explained it,
Not having my own space which is just a, you know, environmental
issue, and having to try and get in the headspace of okay, I'm about to
make a phone call to a parent that's really struggling, or have a Coviu
session with a child that's, you know, quite depressed or anxious, and
switching between that hat and then being mum in the next minute, and
having them, you know, knock on the door or interrupt or walk behind
me. (Jesse)
In summary, the practices and personal lives of the school counsellor
were negatively affected by the adjustments throughout the learning-from-home
periods and their aftermath. Specifically, their role needed to change, the
therapeutic relationship with students was more challenging to maintain, and
school counsellors experienced confidentiality difficulties working from home.
Theme 4: Silver Lining on the Cloud of COVID-19
This theme explored the positive experiences that came from the change
in school counsellor practices throughout the learning-from-home-periods and
their aftermath. Two subthemes were found to relate to the positive outcomes,
(i) Comfort at home, and (ii) School community wellbeing.
All of the participants emphasised they were still able to support their
students despite the changes to the role and their practices. Jesse's comments
reflected the group's views through the reflection of their whole experience,
"You can do it! It's doable. Yeah, even though it might seem overwhelming. It's
certainly achievable and … [you] still have the capacity to make a difference to
those kids whether or not you're face-to-face with them", and
It just shows that you can do your job no matter where you are really. So
it's still needed during a pandemic, that's for sure, and it's still possible
even if you're not onsite … Showing us that we can be quite resilient as
well as professionals … we've all just had to pick it up and run with it, and
you know, most of us have been able to achieve that. So yeah, I guess
it's been quite an enlightening experience if you think about it (Jesse).
The subtheme comfort at home delved into the advantages of learning
and working from home for students and the school counselling role. Although
the Coviu platform had its challenges, almost all participants found it worked
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well during the learning-from-home periods. From this group, nearly all
participants spoke of its advantages for students who experienced anxiety.
Avery summed up the opposing sides of the issue, "There were students that I
don't think would have come to see me in my space at school but were happy to
have those conversations either over the phone or via telehealth" and, "Therapy
is much harder over telehealth than it is face-to-face with kids" (Avery). Jesse,
on the other hand, was sceptical of Coviu but found it worked well. "I was
surprised [Coviu] was as effective as it was … It felt like it was quite natural and,
you know, the kids kept coming back" (Jesse).
Half of the participants found that learning from home positively impacted
some students' mental health. Eden's comment summed up the observations of
this group, "[these students] were in their familiar environment and not having to
worry about being seen or judged by others, which … is the perception for
someone with social anxiety, whether that's happening or not" (Eden).
According to half of the participants, increased students' comfort levels
during this time led to them being more open during sessions with school
counsellors. In addition, two participants from this group found that using faceto-face alternatives, such as the phone, email and the Coviu messenger
function, encouraged students to drop their guard and be more forthcoming with
information. Layne's comment regarding communication with students and
families is representative of this cluster,
By email or via Coviu, via phone when they're not actually looking at you,
the phone is, it's incredible sometimes. You can be walking and just
talking, you know, and I think, wow, maybe this is what I need to do …
[the phone] was easier [to use for working] because people seem to talk
more freely on a phone. (Layne)
The following subtheme, school community wellbeing, focused on the
positive outcomes within school communities due to the work of school
counsellors. Almost half of the participants commented that their profile within
the school improved. The comment below illustrates the recognition and
gratitude expressed within this cluster,
I did have quite a few parents, both at primary school and highschool say
how appreciative they were … just so thankful. And, I was like, oh, that's
my job. Like, you're thanking me for something that's just my job. Like,
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I'm not going out of my way here to do anything special. This is just what
I do, but they seemed to really appreciate it. (Jesse)
Over half of the participants reported stronger bonds within families and the
wider school community throughout the learning-from-home periods. Avery's
comment regarding their primary school community uniting together sums up
this group, "We've had for the most part kids rally around and teachers rally
around, and families rally around to support each other" (Avery). A further
outcome resulting from improved familial relationships was that parents became
increasingly aware of their children's learning progress. Interestingly, less than
half of the participants found increased referrals from parents who realised their
child needed more support once students returned to school. The following
remarks are an example of this realisation from parents, "I've got so many
referrals from parents, who finally acknowledged and, you know, the teachers
have been working on them all year to try and facilitate referrals and now, all of
a sudden they're onboard". "I've spoken to a few parents who were a little
reluctant to engage with the school in terms of their child's learning, and
[learning-from-home] brought it to the fore for them" (Jesse).
More than half of the participants worked with their school staff to
promote the school community's wellbeing. The shift in school expectations
from pushing families to stick to a regular school routine whilst learning-fromhome to one where the focus was on self-care was explained by one
participant, "Just focus on what you can do. And being together as a family,
that's the main thing, like the wellbeing is more important, everyone's in the
same boat" (Charlie).
In summary, the learning-from-home periods and their aftermath were
challenging times for school counsellors and the wider school communities.
However, whilst school counsellors were navigating these difficulties, the
importance of their favourable experiences and outcomes cannot be
understated.
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Discussion
The current study set out to describe the lived experiences of NSW school
counsellors through the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods and their
aftermath. The findings revealed numerous challenges school counsellors faced
as they navigated the pandemic's uncharted waters. They also illuminated some
positive aspects of the demanding situation.
The findings revealed a wide range of challenges that affected school
counsellors' ability to support their students during the pandemic. Some of the
difficulties included the requirement to cease face-to-face work with their
students and move their communication to online, a reduction in privacy for
students, mask-wearing, difficulty with psychological testing when students
were in a face-to-face setting, and the personal toll on counsellors.
Prior to COVID-19 restrictions, school counselling in NSW typically
occurred in the privacy of a face-to-face one-on-one school setting. Therefore,
most school counsellors’ experience of working remotely or online with their
students was non-existent. Nonetheless, COVID-19 changed this virtually
overnight when the NSW Government required the immediate transition of
student learning to online on March 23, 2020 (NSW Government (2020a).
Predictably, the move to online for school counsellors was fraught with
difficulties given the process of moving public sector health services from inperson to online was expected to take several years due to the extensive nature
of its scale (Muir et a., 2020).
Research revealed counsellors generally were sceptical of web-based
services (Beidoĝlu et al., 2020; O'Dea et al., 2017; Glasheen et al., 2015). Not
surprisingly, one study discovered that positive attitudes regarding online
counselling options were attributed to those with previous online experience
(Békés, 2020). The current research aligns with prior research as participants
were also cynical of moving to online counselling; yet, their overall experiences
during the learning-from-home periods led to some positive outcomes.
When asked to reflect on their online experiences during learning-fromhome, school counsellors reported a number of complications—internet-access
issues, technology-specific communication difficulties, the difficulty in reading
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the body language of their students, and risk assessment for vulnerable
students. Some families did not have access to quality internet, complementing
previous research of internet-access inequality (Glasheen et al., 2015; Gore et
al., 2020; O'Dea et al., 2017). Technology-specific communication difficulties
included lagging speech due to poor internet connections and subsequently
individuals talking over one another, which Stoll et al. (2020) had also reported.
Another issue was school counsellors attempting to communicate with their
students on devices such as phones, tablets and laptops. This resulted in only
the student's face being on the screen during sessions. Therefore, students’
non-verbal communication could not be observed easily by counsellors, an area
of concern found in previous studies (Bambling et al., 2008; Beidoĝlu et al.,
2015; Békés, 2020). Body language and gestures are critical modes of nonverbal emotional communication, particularly for students who struggle to
communicate verbally (Altun, 2019). This lack of cyber access reduced the
support school counsellors could provide for those students and families. As a
result, such students were forced to wait until face-to-face learning resumed.
Alternatively, some students chose to engage with outside mental health
services that reported a significant increase in their use during this time
(Headspace, 2020).
Once communication moved online, school counsellors were increasingly
concerned for vulnerable students at risk of harm. As revealed in previous
research (Glasheen et al., 2015; O'Dea et al., 2017; Stoll et al., 2020),
counsellors needed the ability to support students who revealed self-harm or
suicidal ideation online promptly. This included knowing the student's location
during communication and their emergency contact details in the event of an
emergency. In addition, school counsellors had to be explicit with students in
letting them know the police would be notified if needed.
Although school counsellors found that the effectiveness of telehealth
software such as Coviu (Coviu, 2021) did not match face-to-face counselling
which aligned with research by Barker & Barker (2021), there were unexpected
benefits of such software. For example, the messenger function of Coviu
allowed one school counsellor to interact with a student who was not
comfortable communicating verbally due to trauma. Using messenger permitted
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the student to send photos, draw pictures and share their story in a way they
would have been unable to do in person. Coviu was found to increase
openness in students. The ability to turn off the camera made some students
more comfortable in a session. Further, many students were more relaxed
engaging with counselling from home, which promoted their candidness. The
participants reported students utilising the platform who otherwise would not
have spoken to them at school, aligning with previous predictions made by
counsellors and secondary school students (Glasheen et al., 2015).
Nevertheless, fewer students actively engaged school counselling
services during the learning-from-home periods. This reduced engagement
supports existing research (O’Connor, 2020) but for alternative reasons. For
example, students who had struggled with anxiety and depression felt they
improved at home, as they felt comfortable and safe away from the pressure of
their peers. Although participants discussed the positive and negative aspects
of Coviu, a common theme was the flexibility it provided, as students could
communicate in ways that they may not have previously felt they were able to in
a face-to-face situation.
Confidentiality, the backbone of the therapeutic relationship (Jerica et al.,
2021), was a critical issue for school counsellors throughout the pandemic.
Privacy, security and confidentiality were linked to arguments against online
therapy which aligns with previous research (Blandford et al., 2020; Stoll et al.,
2020). Stoll's research focused on the security of the online platforms and
whether the information could be stolen or hacked, which would then impact the
confidentiality and privacy of the nature of therapy. In contrast, this research
discovered alternative reasons for concerns regarding confidentiality and
privacy for online therapy. Here, the central concern surrounded students not
having a private space to talk to their counsellor, as supported in previous
literature (Békés, 2020; Hyde et al., 2021). In addition, student agency was
impacted, particularly for secondary school students. Students who had selfreferred prior to the learning-from-home periods could no longer keep their
therapy sessions private as school counsellors required parental permission to
talk to students on the phone and via online platforms such as Coviu. On
occasions, parents sat in on sessions despite not being asked to, and students
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were worried that parents were listening from another room or another phone
line. As well, some students engaged with Coviu sessions in the car with other
family members present. The implications of reduced student agency may be
far-reaching and lead to increased difficulties with parental trust or fear of
sharing private information.
When students returned to school, the physical environment impacted
confidentiality due to the implementation of Covid-safe practices. Windows and
doors were required to remain open to increase ventilation. However, school
counsellor offices are often located in busy areas or surrounded by other
offices; therefore, open offices interfered with the feeling that the space was a
cone of silence as people often walked by. The importance of Covid-safe
practices cannot be understated; however, consideration needs to be given to
counsellors, the therapeutic relationship, and the provision of an appropriate
space for students to feel safe.
The introduction of mandatory mask-wearing in schools led to several
complications. First, a considerable portion of the school counsellor's skill set is
reading non-verbal body language from students, allowing them to interpret
emotions accurately. As supported by previous research, wearing masks made
it more challenging to read facial expressions (Carbon, 2020). Second, although
masks were introduced to keep students safe, they are not conducive to difficult
emotions—a frequent occurrence in counselling. Students would need to
remove their masks to wipe their faces after crying which led to increased
infection concerns and stress for counsellors. Third, mask wearing could muffle
speech. As social distancing was required, it compounded with the muffled
speech and could make the counselling process difficult. To counter this, some
school counsellors took students outside. Being outdoors allowed for the
removal of masks and fostered openness in students. Two difficulties were
associated with outdoor counselling: first, finding somewhere private without
fear of being seen with the counsellor, and second, this was not possible during
adverse weather conditions.
An essential part of the school counselling role is psychological testing,
as these form part of an assessment that determine the levels of support a
student may require. Psychological tests in schools were discontinued for two
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reasons: test validity and hygiene. Although the impact of masks on test results
is not currently supported by empirical evidence (Pearson Clinical, 2020), the
Department's recommendation for school counsellors was to cease
psychometric testing as mask-wearing was not deemed appropriate for the
examinees, the situation or the school environment. Many psychometric tests
utilise manipulatives—these could no longer be used due to the risk of direct
transmission or contact with fomites. It is reasonable to predict that challenges
within school communities will arise due to a lack of immediate access to
required support.
The pandemic impacted the personal lives of the school counsellors.
They were not exempt from the struggles commonly faced by families due to
COVID-19—lost or reduced income, sickness, stress, anxiety, unemployment,
familial separation and loss of support networks. School counsellors promoted
self-care and wellbeing to support their school communities. However, they
found this advice difficult to follow at home. Just like their students, counsellors
also lacked a private space to talk. Like other parents, they also assisted with
their children's schoolwork while working from home. Furthermore, a separation
between work and personal lives was more challenging to maintain. Fatigue
became a challenge, both from constant online meetings and finding online
counselling more exhausting than face-to-face. Self-care, an essential and
restorative practice for counsellors, was harder to maintain, and they were
exhausted.

Limitations
This study sought to fill a gap in the existing research by exploring the
lived experiences of school counsellors working in NSW Department of
Education schools during the COVID-19 learning-from-home periods. As with
any research, the study had limitations that need to be explained (Leedy &
Ormrod, 2015, p. 353) as they potentially impact the study’s generalisability.
First, the number of participants was relatively small—six in total; however, the
researcher encountered difficulty recruiting more participants due to the impact
of COVID-19 and lockdowns on the school counsellors themselves. Second, of
the six participants, two who volunteered to be interviewed worked at the same
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secondary school. Nonetheless, analysis of their transcripts resulted in them
each revealing very different experiences and perceptions. Third, all participants
are employed by the NSW Department of Education. Hence, their lived
experiences may have been different from school counsellors employed in other
sectors, states or countries. Fourth, the researcher was the instrument in this
data collection. Throughout, she strove for fairness and completeness in the
data analysis and interpretation (Leedy & Ormrod, 2015, p. 319) as outlined in
the Trustworthiness section of this thesis.
Due to these considerations, the findings for this study cannot be
generalised for other healthcare professionals or other schooling staff. Despite
the limitations within this study, the findings are essential to consider for future
school counselling practices, mainly if such a learning-from-home event occurs
again.

Future Research
The findings of this study highlight several areas that should be explored
in future research. For example, although the lived experiences of school
counsellors are vital for informing future practice, a possible topic for
investigation is the experiences of students who utilised school counselling
services throughout the pandemic—during the learning-from-home periods and
their aftermath.
Future research in this area should continue to explore the usage of
telehealth options for students alongside face-to-face school counselling
sessions. The use of telehealth platforms such as Coviu was seen as beneficial
as a communicative platform. For example, students could video conference
and use the messenger function for their school counsellor sessions. In
addition, the findings revealed that students were more open via this platform
and felt more comfortable sharing their stories. This study has highlighted the
importance of such a platform, whether it be Coviu or something else, in
providing options for students to communicate effectively and creatively with
school counsellors.
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Concluding Remarks
With COVID-19 continually evolving, the media has been dominated by
statistics of infection and vaccination rates, hospitalisations and deaths; for
example, Hospitalisations forecast to peak next week as NSW reports 63,018
new cases, 29 deaths (Carroll et al., 2022). Social media is a mix of exhaustion,
anger, frustration and despair. Large-scale discussions and arguments
surrounding vaccination, mandatory mask-wearing and various movement
restrictions are everywhere, and mental health is an ongoing and increasing
concern. Understanding the challenges counsellors faced during this time can
impact future practices and how counsellors can best support young people in a
world that can, unexpectedly, change overnight. Based on the findings of this
study, the changed school counselling practices put in place were done with
good intentions and had numerous positive outcomes. What school counsellors
were able to achieve overnight was exceptional. Furthermore, school
counsellors kept their students at the centre of every decision they made and
did their best to provide support in uncertain times while facing their own
personal challenges. On a positive note, the school counsellor's role was
brought into the light, and parents and school communities were appreciative of
their hard work. There is hope that school counsellors will no longer feel like
they need to prove themselves or their expertise moving forward.
The practices of school counsellors must continue to evolve, and it is
critical that the importance of the confidential nature of school counselling is
further investigated and planned for. In addition, a permanent provision for
students to access school counselling via a device should be considered for
flexibility of choice and student agency.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions

Interview Questions
Interview Questions

Type of Questions

D1

How many years have you been working as a school counsellor
in public schools?

Demographic

D2

How many schools are you currently working in?

Demographic

D3

What is the mix of schools that you work in e.g., how many
primary schools, how many secondary schools?

Demographic

1

Can you tell me about the schools you work in?

Knowledge/ opinion

2

How long have you been working as a school counsellor?

Knowledge

Have you worked as a psychologist in other areas?

Knowledge

Can you tell me about your career in education?

Knowledge

What does it mean to you to be a school counsellor?
What do school counsellors do?

Knowledge/feelings/o
pinion

What don’t school counsellors do?

Knowledge

3
4

knowledge
5

What is difficult or easy about being a school counsellor?

Opinion

6

When COVID-19 hit, as the school counsellor, what actions did
you immediately take?

Knowledge

How did you manage your role when many of your students
were learning-from-home?
7

During the learning-from-home period, what worked well and
what did not?

Opinion
Opinion/feelings

Your thoughts on why?
8

What were some of the challenges you faced:



Opinion

During the learning-from-home period?
Once students returned to school

9

What different counselling/assessment strategies, if any, have
you implemented since students returned to school?

Knowledge

10

What impact did COVID-19 have on you as a school
counsellor?

Opinion/feelings

11

How do you think the COVID-19 learning-from-home period
impacted on your students?

Opinion

When your students returned to school, did you see any
changes in them?

Knowledge

12

What advice would you give to future school counsellors if they
were suddenly faced with a learning-from-home period?

Opinion/knowledge

13

Is there anything you would like to add that we have not
covered in this interview?

Opinion
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Appendix B: Direct Participant Recruitment
Study Invitation Email: School Counsellors

Dear (NSW DET school counsellor),
Would you be prepared to participate in a study about how the COVID-19 learning-from-home
period and its aftermaths impacted your practice?
To explain:
 I am a teacher with the NSW Department of Education in the Newcastle/Lake Macquarie
area
 During 2021-2022, I have entered into a Department Sponsorship to retrain as a school
counsellor through Charles Sturt University.
 As part of my retraining, I am completing research which will result in a thesis. My research
aims to increase our understanding of how the 2020 COVID-19 learning-from-home period
and its aftermath impacted NSW school counsellors’ practices by examining their
experiences, attitudes, perceptions, and challenges.
For my study, participants need to:
 be currently employed as school counsellors within NSW Public Schools and registered
with AHPRA
 have 5+ years of experience as a school counsellor
If you are interested in participating, what would this involve?
 You would email me, and I’ll send you an Information Sheet and Consent Form
 We would set up a time for a one-off 45-minute interview, either face-to-face or Zoom
depending on your preference.
 Within two weeks of your interview, I will send you a transcript of your interview for
checking
 Your participation in the interview will be voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study
until one week after receiving your transcript.
 Your participation would be confidential (To ensure the confidentiality of you, your school,
any teachers, and any students, I will use pseudonyms and disguising strategies in my
study).
Your participation in the study will be of great importance in contributing to this emerging area of
research. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Thank you for your time,
Kind regards,
Karly Rothery
E: karly.rothery@det.nsw.edu.au
M: 0466 364 717
MPsychPrac Candidate
School of Psychology
Charles Sturt University
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Appendix C: Indirect Participant Recruitment
Dear (NSW DET Senior Psychologist),
Thank you for taking the time to read this email, as I appreciate how busy you are.
This email is to seek your assistance. To explain:
 I am a teacher with the NSW Department of Education in the Newcastle/Lake Macquarie
area
 During 2021-2022, I have entered into a Department Sponsorship to retrain as a school
counsellor through Charles Sturt University.
 As part of my studies, I am completing research which will result in a thesis. My research
seeks to ask experienced school counsellors about their experience of the 2020 COVID-19
learning-from-home period and its aftermath.
I would appreciate if you would consider circulating the email below to school counsellors in your
area.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions.
Thank you for your time,
Kind regards,
Karly Rothery
E: karly.rothery@det.nsw.edu.au
M: 0466 364 717
MPsychPrac Candidate
School of Psychology
Charles Sturt University
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Appendix D: Information Statement

School of Psychology
Faculty of Business, Justice and Behavioural Sciences

Information Statement

PROJECT TITLE: School Counsellors’ Experiences of the COVID-19 Learning-From-Home and Its
Aftermath
Chief Investigator:

Supervisor:

Mrs Karly Rothery

Dr Marilyn Chaseling

MPsychPrac Candidate

School of Psychology

School of Psychology

Charles Sturt University

Charles Sturt University

Bathurst, NSW, Australia

Bathurst, NSW, Australia

P: 0437 259 185

E: Karly.rothery@det.nsw.edu.au

E: mchaseling@csu.edu.au

You are invited to participate in a research study investigating the experiences and challenges
faced by school counsellors in NSW Department of Education Schools during the COVID-19
learning-from-home period.
Participation will involve you in a 45-minute (maximum) semi-structured interview about your
experiences working as a school counsellor during the 2020 COVID-19 learning-from-home period
and its aftermath. You may also be asked some brief demographic questions, about your age
range and employment status.
This interview will be audio-recorded at a time and place of your convenience either in person, or
via an online Zoom meeting. In consideration of COVID-19 social distancing practices, a hospital
grade disposable mask and hand sanitiser will be provided to you by the student researcher. A
safe distance of 1.5 metres will be maintained at all times during the interview. Should the interview
take place in a public setting, such as a café, all checking-in protocols will be adhered to, and a
well-ventilated location will be chosen.
There is no payment or reward for participating in this study.
The findings will be presented in Mrs Karly Rothery’s Postgraduate Masters Dissertation and may
also be presented at academic conferences and/or published in peer-reviewed journals. The
researchers named on this Information Statement may also re-analyse your data later as part of
future studies.

Locked Bag 588, WAGGA WAGGA, NSW, 2650
T: +61 2 6933 4213 | E: ethics@csu.edu.au | csu.edu.au/psychology
CRICOS Provider Number for Charles Sturt University is 00005F. ABN: 83 878 708 551
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Your confidentiality is assured as your interview transcript will be stored without reference to your
name or other identifying information. Your interview recording will be stored securely and
identifying information kept confidential on password protected drives. It will be deleted after five
years.
Should the findings of the study be published, your de-identified/anonymous interview transcript or
excerpts (allowing the reported findings to be verified) may be placed in a public data
repository. No individual participant will be identified in, or could be identified from, any published
report or published transcript or excerpts from this study.
Participation is anonymous and entirely voluntary. Whether or not you decide to participate is your
decision and will not disadvantage you. If you do decide to participate, you may withdraw yourself
and your data from the project one week after receiving the transcript, without reason or
consequence.
Due to the nature of the questions, this study could cause distress. Should you in any way
become distressed, you are encouraged to discontinue participating. If you require support of any
kind please consider contacting your GP, visiting SANE.org (sane.org/get-help), or calling Lifeline
131 114 (Lifeline should be used for urgent crisis support only).
If you wish to ask any questions prior to participating, please contact either of the named
researchers above. It would be appreciated if you could respond to this invitation within 14 days of
receiving it.
Thank you for your consideration of this invitation.
Note: Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. If you have any
complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project you may contact the Ethics and
Compliance Unit via the following contact details:
The Governance Officer
Human Research Ethics Committee
Ethics and Compliance Unit
Locked Bag 588
Wagga Wagga NSW 2678
Telephone: (02) 6933 4213
Email: ethics@csu.edu.au
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully. You will be informed of the outcome.
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Appendix E: Consent Form

School of Psychology
Faculty of Business, Justice and Behavioural Sciences

Consent Form

PROJECT TITLE: School Counsellors’ Experiences of the COVID-19 Learning-From-Home and Its
Aftermath
Chief Investigator:

Supervisor:

Mrs Karly Rothery

Dr Marilyn Chaseling

MPsychPrac Candidate

School of Psychology

School of Psychology

Charles Sturt University

Charles Sturt University

Bathurst, NSW, Australia

Bathurst, NSW, Australia

P: 0437 259 185

E: Karly.rothery@det.nsw.edu.au

E: mchaseling@csu.edu.au

You are invited to participate in a research study investigating the experiences and challenges
faced by school counsellors in NSW Department of Education Schools during the COVID-19
learning-from-home period.
Participation will involve you in a 45-minute (maximum) semi-structured interview about your
experiences working as a school counsellor during the 2020 COVID-19 learning-from-home period
and its aftermath. You may also be asked some brief demographic questions, about your age
range and employment status.
By signing this form, I hereby provide my informed consent to participate in the aforementioned
study and confirm that:








I have been provided with a copy of the Information Statement to keep.
I have been provided with sufficient time to read this Information Statement.
I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had these answered to my
satisfaction.
I understand that the interviews will be recorded but purely for the purpose of transcription,
and that I will receive a copy of my transcript.
I understand that participation is entirely voluntary and that I may withdraw from this study
up until one week after receiving my transcript, without consequence or penalty, and
without having to provide a reason.
I understand that all data collected will be de-identified in order to protect my identity and
the identity of my schools.

Signed:_____________________________________

Locked Bag 588, WAGGA WAGGA, NSW, 2650
T: +61 2 6933 4213 | E: ethics@csu.edu.au | csu.edu.au/psychology
CRICOS Provider Number for Charles Sturt University is 00005F. ABN: 83 878 708 551
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Appendix F: SERAP Approval
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Appendix G: CSU HREC Approval
Dear Mrs Rothery,
Project title: School counsellors' experiences of the COVID-19 learning-from-home
period and its aftermath
Protocol number: H21199 (Please refer to this number in all contact or correspondence
relating to this application)
Approved until: 24/04/2022
Final report due: 24/04/2022
Thank you for submitting your research proposal detailed above to the Charles Sturt
University Human Research Ethics Committee.
Based on the guidelines in the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human
Research the Committee has APPROVED your research proposal.
You must report to the Committee at least annually, and as soon as possible in relation
to the following:
•

anything that might impact on the ethical acceptability of the project (including,
but not limited to, adverse events, unexpected outcomes or additional
information coming to light);

•

amendments to the research design and/or any changes to the project
(Committee approval required);

•
•

extensions to the approval period (Committee approval required); and
notification of project completion.

This approval constitutes ethical approval in relation to humans only. If your research
involves the use of radiation, biochemical materials, chemicals or animals, separate
approval is required by the appropriate University Committee.
Please contact the Governance Officer on (02) 6933 4213 or ethics@csu.edu.au if you
have any queries. Further information regarding human research ethics at CSU can be
found at the HREC webpages https://research.csu.edu.au/ethics-andcompliance/human

The Committee wishes you well with your research.
Sincerely,
Presiding Officer,
Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee

