
School Counsellors’ Perceptions on Working with 
Student High-Risk Behaviour 
Les perceptions des conseillers scolaires du travail avec 
des étudiants à comportement à risque élevé

Gregory E. Harris
Gary Jeffery
Memorial University of Newfoundland

abstract
The current exploratory-descriptive study used a survey design method to examine guid-
ance counsellors’ and educational psychologists’ perceptions of their preparation, motiva-
tion, and effectiveness in preventing, assessing, and intervening into student high-risk 
behaviour. The study also explored training associated with addressing high-risk behaviour 
along with the perceived responsibility and roles of school counsellors when faced with 
such behaviour. Views related to the following seven categories of high-risk behaviour 
were explored: (a) suicide attempts; (b) self-mutilation (e.g., cutting); (c) bullying; (d) 
extreme school violence (e.g., school shootings, bombings); (e) eating disorders and related 
behaviour (e.g., extreme exercising); (f ) sexual behaviour leading to risk of HIV or other 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs); and (g) drug-using behaviour (e.g., IV drug use, 
needle sharing) leading to risk of HIV or other STIs. Implications for training, practice, 
and research are discussed.

résumé
Cette étude exploratoire-descriptif utilisait une méthode de conception d’enquête pour 
examiner les perceptions des conseillers d’orientation et des psychologues scolaires de 
leur préparation, leur motivation, et leur efficacité dans la prévention, l’évaluation, et 
l’intervention dans les comportements à risque élevé des étudiants. L’étude explorait aussi 
la formation pour adresser le comportement à risque élevé ainsi que la responsabilité et les 
rôles perçus de conseillers scolaires présentés avec de tel comportements. Les sept catégories 
suivantes de comportement à risque élevé ont été explorées : (a) les tentatives de suicide; 
(b) l’automutilation (e.g., autolacération); (c) l’intimidation; (d) la violence extrême  à 
l’école (e.g., les fusillades et les attentats à la bombe); (e) les troubles d’alimentation et 
les comportements reliés (e.g., l’entraînement excessif ); (f ) le comportement sexuel 
menant au risque de VIH ou aux autres infections transmissibles sexuellement (ITS); et 
(g) la consommation de drogues (e.g., l’abus de drogues prises par voie intraveineuse, 
l’échange d’aiguilles) menant au risque de VIH ou aux autres ITS. Les implications pour 
la formation, la pratique, et la recherche sont discutées.

High-risk behaviour, such as bullying or drug use, has adverse impacts on 
society and in our school environments. High-risk behaviour can be hidden or 
pervasive. It is often dangerous to self and others. Student and teacher safety needs 
to be a priority within the school setting.
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School counsellors (including both guidance counsellors and educational psy-
chologists in this article, unless otherwise noted), given their training and position 
within the school, have a potential role to play in high-risk behaviour prevention, 
as well as in its assessment and intervention. Unfortunately, little research has been 
conducted to explore the role(s) of school counsellors or their perceived prepara-
tion, motivation, and effectiveness in addressing these behaviours.

Several studies have found that school counsellors and pre-service school coun-
sellors (i.e., students enrolled in a school counselling training program) can feel 
ill prepared, or lack confidence, in addressing such behaviour (Carney & Cobia, 
2003; King, Price, Telljohann, & Wahl, 2000; Schaefer-Schiumo & Ginsberg, 
2003). In addition, research on the training of school counsellors to address these 
high-risk behaviours is limited.

This article seeks to help elucidate our understanding of the school counsel-
lor’s role and preparation to address these behaviours. Specifically, the current 
article details school counsellors’ perceptions of their preparation, motivation, 
and effectiveness in preventing, assessing, and intervening into student high-risk 
behaviour. It also discusses training associated with addressing high-risk behaviour 
along with perceived responsibilities and roles of school counsellors when faced 
with such behaviour.

school counsellors and student high-risk behaviour

Strack, Vincent, Hussey, and Kelly (1998) support multifaceted intervention 
programs for the reduction of many types of high-risk behaviour among youth 
(e.g., unprotected sexual behaviour). These programs, containing multiple in-
tervention dimensions, often include school and community interventions and 
typically involve several professionals. School counsellors are often “first line” in-
terveners, and contribute greatly to the overall success of the intervention (Costin, 
Page, Pietrzak, & Kerr, 2002). In fact, school counsellors are often called upon to 
be the coordinators or leaders of such services (King et al., 2000; Smaby, Peterson, 
Bergmann, Zenter Bacig, & Swearingen, 1990). Thus, the school counsellor needs 
to have the knowledge, skills, abilities, and comfort level to offer prevention, as-
sessment, intervention, and referral strategies.

Research has highlighted the potential importance of school counsellors being 
involved in several specific high-risk behaviour situations, including high-risk 
sexual behaviour, drug use, youth violence, suicide/suicidal ideation, and disor-
dered eating. This makes sense, given school counsellors’ training/expertise and 
position within the school environment.

School counsellors can play an important role in preventing HIV and other 
infectious diseases through guiding and educating teens in engaging in safer sex 
practices and reducing/eliminating high-risk sexual behaviour as well as dangerous 
drug use (Stevens-Smith & Remley, 1994). The Public Health Agency of Canada 
(2005) reports that “the potential exists for the spread of HIV among young 
Canadians” (p. 1). McFarland and Oliver (1999) suggested that HIV rates are 
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on the rise among youth, and school counsellors can play an important role in 
reducing high-risk behaviour that contributes to HIV infection (Cobia, Carney, 
& Waggoner, 1998; McFarland & Oliver, 1999).

Adelman (1998) and Costin et al. (2002) reported that school counselling 
is essential for students who are in crisis or dealing with psychosocial issues as-
sociated with being infected with, or affected by, HIV. However, some research 
(e.g., Carney & Cobia, 2003) has suggested that school counsellors and school 
counsellors-in-training may have limited specialized HIV knowledge and some 
overall discomfort in counselling situations with this population.

Another area of concern is youth violence. Researchers (e.g., Sandhu, 2000; 
Schaefer-Schiumo & Ginsberg, 2003) reported that youth violence is a major 
concern in our society. School counsellors can play an important role in school 
violence prevention as well as intervention, provided they have the necessary 
knowledge and skills to deal with such instances (Bauman, 2008; Schaefer-
Schiumo & Ginsberg, 2003). Sandhu (2000) reported that “As the pressure to 
develop [school violence prevention/intervention] programs increases, schools are 
increasingly turning to school counsellors for leadership and guidance” (p. iv).

Schaefer-Schiumo and Ginsberg (2003) reported that in their research and 
teaching, graduate counselling students frequently reported needing more prepa-
ration and training in dealing with youth violence. Allen et al. (2002) noted that 
training to deal with violence should be a high priority topic within counsellor 
education programs. Canada et al. (2007) reported that school counsellors need 
more training in dealing with school violence, especially when dealing with youth 
and families from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

Suicide and suicidal ideation are also high-risk behaviours often encountered by 
school counsellors. In fact, some researchers (e.g., King et al., 2000; King & Smith, 
2000; Smaby et al., 1990) suggested that school counsellors should be encouraged 
to lead crisis prevention and intervention surrounding suicide issues. Peach and 
Reddick (1991) reported that school counsellors’ knowledge and skills in dealing 
with adolescent suicide risk can have a major impact on schools’ overall success in 
dealing with youth at-risk for suicide. Indeed, King, Price, Telljohann, and Wahl 
(1999) suggested that many school counsellors believe that it is their responsibil-
ity to identify students who may be at risk for suicide. Related legal rulings (e.g., 
Pate, 1992) have determined that school counsellors have some responsibility for 
protecting students at risk for suicide.

King et al. (1999) and Popenhagen and Qualley (1998) reported that school 
counsellors need training in suicide prevention and intervention to be effective in 
their roles. Some American-based research (e.g., King et al., 2000) suggested that 
school counsellors are knowledgeable about suicidal risk factors and intervention 
strategies, but that many do not feel confident that they could identify a student 
at risk for suicide. Allen et al. (2002) also highlighted the importance of counsellor 
education programs making suicide training a high priority topic. Canada et al. 
(2007) noted that school counsellors need additional training in addressing suicide, 
especially when working with youth and families from diverse ethnic backgrounds.
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Another example of high-risk behaviour encountered by school counsellors is 
disordered eating and weight/body image maintenance patterns. Bardick et al. 
(2004) noted that school counsellors maintain daily contact with children and 
adolescents, a group at the highest risk for developing eating disorders. Boes, Ng, 
and Daviston (2004) suggested that school counsellors need training and education 
regarding eating disorders, as they are in a position conducive to identification, 
prevention, and intervention of these types of problems.

Yager and O’Dea (2005) also highlighted the importance of school professionals 
(i.e., including school counsellors and school psychologists) being involved in the 
prevention of eating disorders; however, they note that these school professionals 
have been “largely underutilized as such potential change agents” (p. 273). As 
seen, little research has been conducted to explore school counsellors’ perceived 
preparation, motivation, and effectiveness levels in dealing with eating disorders.

As noted above, the available research, although sparse, illustrates that some pre-
service and practicing school counsellors can feel ill prepared when dealing with 
high-risk behaviour situations. The current article contributes to our understand-
ing of school counsellors’ perceived competencies in addressing such behaviour 
(and consequently their willingness to act). In addition, this article examines school 
counsellors’ perceptions of their training, responsibilities, and roles—areas insuf-
ficiently addressed in the current research literature. More specifically, it expands 
this research, and offers a Newfoundland and Labrador perspective as well.

method
Procedure

The study was conducted within all four English-speaking school districts in 
Newfoundland and Labrador. Some of these schools were geographically distant 
from larger centres, with several areas being quite rural and isolated. Initial ap-
proval was sought from the four school districts’ superintendents, and ethics 
approval was obtained from Memorial University’s Research Ethics Board. One 
district required permissions from individual principals, so principals from this 
district were contacted to seek permission.

Potential participants were mailed the study questionnaires, an informed con-
sent form, a postage-paid and addressed return envelope, and a $1.00 MacDonald’s 
coupon. A reminder letter was also mailed out to all potential participants 6 weeks 
following the initial survey distribution.

Participants

One hundred fifty-nine guidance counsellors and 35 educational psycholo-
gists were surveyed, encompassing the entire population of guidance counsellors 
and educational psychologists in these districts, with the exception of 4 guidance 
counsellors whose principals refused participation. One hundred ninety-four 
questionnaire packages were sent either directly to principals (n = 60), to guidance 
counsellors (n = 99), or to educational psychologists (n = 35).
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Of the questionnaires mailed, 26.4% of the guidance counsellors (n = 42), 
25.7% of the educational psychologists (n = 9), and 1 guidance counsellor/edu-
cational psychologist completed questionnaires (total N = 52; total response rate 
= 26.8%). The mean age of participants was 43.86 years (SD = 6.73 years), with 
a range of 30 to 55 years. The sample was 36.5% male (n = 19) and 61.5% female 
(n = 32). One participant did not reply to this question.

All participants who responded to the item on education (n = 51) had complet-
ed a master’s degree in an applied area of psychology (e.g., counselling, educational, 
school, clinical) or general counselling. The majority reported completing a degree 
in counselling psychology (n = 19) or counselling (n = 16). Fifty-one participants 
reported a mean of 13.80 years (SD = 7.14 years) since completion of their final 
degree. In addition, 51 participants also reported a mean of 12.81 years (SD = 
7.23 years) of working in their current occupation. Thirty-six participants reported 
that they worked in a rural setting, 9 reported working in an urban setting, while 
5 reported working in both rural and urban settings.

Questionnaires

Demographic questionnaire. Participants received a demographic questionnaire, 
constructed by the first author with input from other education professionals, 
measuring several variables (e.g., sex, age, education level, occupation title, tenure, 
working environment).

Training experiences questionnaire. Participants also received a measure con-
structed by the first author, assessing formal training (e.g., coursework) over the 
past 5 years, and self training (e.g., self-directed reading) on high-risk behaviour 
and actual work experiences in high-risk behaviour areas. To measure each high-
risk behaviour category, respondents were asked to estimate the number of hours 
spent in training or actually dealing with such behaviour.

They were also asked to rate, on a 5-point scale, the importance of specific train-
ing formats (e.g., formal university coursework, supervised working experiences) 
in terms of preparing them to address each high-risk behaviour. The same scale 
was also used to measure the importance of specific aspects of formal university 
coursework, seminars, and professional development workshops (e.g., assigned 
reading, theory, professor/teacher demonstrations) in terms of preparing them to 
address high-risk behaviour.

High-risk questionnaire. Participants also received a measure constructed by 
the first author to assess, on a 5-point scale, perceived preparation, motivation, 
and effectiveness to prevent, assess, and intervene into each of the seven high-risk 
behaviours (this occurred in Section 1 of the high-risk questionnaire). Partici-
pants’ views related to the following seven categories of high-risk behaviour were 
explored through the questionnaire: (a) suicide attempts; (b) self-mutilation (e.g., 
cutting); (c) bullying; (d) extreme school violence (e.g., school shootings, bomb-
ings); (e) eating disorders and related behaviour (e.g., extreme exercising); (f ) 
sexual behaviour leading to risk of HIV or other sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs); and (g) drug-using behaviour (e.g., IV drug use, needle sharing) leading 
to risk of HIV or other STIs.
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Section 2 of this measure, using a percentage scale, explored current and de-
sired responsibility levels to prevent, assess, and intervene into each of the high-
risk behaviours. Sections 3, 4, and 5 explored specific roles (e.g., team leader, 
bystander, team member) and actions (e.g., assess the situation, consult with a 
colleague, seek supervision) that participants had taken in dealing with high-risk 
behaviours.

results

Data Analysis

All data were entered into SPSS version 15. Descriptive statistics were run on 
the data as well as correlations and mean comparisons (t-test, one way ANOVA). 
Results are detailed below.

The following advanced organizer highlights the results presented below. The 
first section of the results, Training, includes information on participants’ training 
in relation to preventing, assessing, and intervening into high-risk behaviour. It 
also focuses on participants’ perceptions of the importance of various dimensions 
of training. The second section, Perceived Preparation, Motivation, and Effectiveness, 
reports on participants’ perceived preparation, motivation, and effectiveness in 
preventing, assessing, and intervening into various high-risk behaviour categories. 
The final results section, Responsibility and Responses, details participants’ reported 
responsibility levels for addressing high-risk behaviour as well as their reported 
roles and typical responses in dealing with high-risk behaviour.

Training

High-risk behaviour training experiences. Participants’ training experiences re-
garding preventing, assessing, and intervening into high-risk behaviour, over the 
previous 5 years, varied widely (see Appendix A). Participants tended to report 
more (in both frequency and quantity) formal training in the prevention, assess-
ment, and intervention of bullying as compared to other high-risk behaviour 
categories. Roughly half of the sample reported formal training in suicide assess-
ment (n = 26) and intervention (n = 27). Greater than half of the sample reported 
formal training in prevention (n = 28), assessment (n = 30), and intervention (n 
= 30) of student self-mutilation. The majority of participants reported no formal 
training over the past 5 years, in the prevention, assessment, and intervention of 
the remaining high-risk behaviours (see Appendix A). 

The majority of participants indicated self training, over the past 5 years, in the 
assessment, prevention, and intervention of suicide attempts, self-mutilation, bul-
lying, extreme school violence, and eating disorders (see Appendix B). The majority 
also indicated self training in the area of prevention (n = 27) and intervention (n 
= 28) of high-risk sexual behaviour, but not in the assessment of high-risk sexual 
behaviour (n = 23) or the prevention (n = 24), assessment (n = 20), or interven-
tion (n = 22) of drug use. The greatest frequency and quantity of self training was 
again around bullying (see Appendix B).
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Participants also reported on their direct involvement in preventing, assessing, 
and intervening into the various high-risk behaviours over the previous 5 years (see 
Appendix C). The majority reported involvement with prevention, assessment, and 
intervention of suicide attempts, self-mutilation, bullying, and eating disorders. 
A small majority indicated they had engaged in intervention into extreme school 
violence (n = 28) and high-risk sexual behaviour (n = 27), but not the prevention 
or assessment of these activities. The majority of respondents indicated that they 
did not prevent, assess, or intervene into drug-using behaviour.

Training Components. Participants were asked to rate, on a 5-point Likert scale, 
their perceptions of the importance of different aspects of formal training around 
high-risk behaviour prevention, assessment, and intervention. Roughly four fifths 
(82.7%, n = 43) reported that formal university course work, supervised working 
experiences, and seminars and professional development courses (e.g., continuing 
education) were an important or strongly important part of their high-risk behav-
iour training. In addition, 80.7% (n = 42) reported that supervised practicum or 
internship training was important or strongly important. Fewer participants reported 
important or strongly important responses for non supervised working experiences 
(n = 29), independent study (n = 38), and conducting research (n = 23) in the 
area of high-risk behaviour training. Participants also rated various dimensions of 
formal coursework, seminars, and professional development courses designed to 
teach high-risk behaviour training on the same 5-point Likert scale. Here, partici-
pants viewed many of the training dimensions as important. Interestingly, theory 
was perceived as the least important training dimension by study participants (M = 
3.24, SD = 1.109) (see Appendix D), with 28.6% of the responding sample (n = 
14) indicating theory was strongly not important or not important.

Perceived Preparation, Motivation, and Effectiveness

Participants were asked on a 5-point Likert scale to rate their perceived prepara-
tion, motivation, and effectiveness in preventing, assessing, and intervening into 
each of seven high-risk behaviour categories (see Appendices E–K). Participants’ 
overall responses suggested that they were more highly motivated than prepared 
or effective on all seven high-risk behaviour dimensions. The actual degree of 
reported preparation, motivation, and effectiveness varied by high-risk behaviour 
category. Overall, participants’ perceived preparation, motivation, and effectiveness 
were highest around the bullying high-risk behaviour category (see Appendix G).

Participants reported mean scores in the moderate to high neutral range for 
perceived preparation and effectiveness for suicide and self-mutilation (albeit 
perceived preparation to prevent and be effective around self-mutilation fell in the 
lower range of the neutral category). Participants’ mean scores fell in the disagree 
category or the low end of the neutral category for the remaining high-risk behav-
iour categories (i.e., extreme school violence, eating disorders, sexual behaviours, 
and drug use) in terms of preparation and effectiveness. Again, higher motivation 
scores suggested that participants may have had more motivation then they had 
perceived preparation or effectiveness.
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Interestingly, there were some significant relationships between actually being 
directly involved in dealing with aspects of risk and levels of perceived preparation, 
motivation, and effectiveness for some of the high-risk behaviour categories (see 
Appendix L). This provided some support for the notion that perceived readiness is 
related to prevention, assessment, and intervention into high-risk behaviour. Par-
ticipants who indicated actual work involvement in prevention of self-mutilation 
reported higher levels of feeling prepared and effective to prevent these behaviours, 
as compared to those who reported no involvement in prevention activities.

Involvement with any aspect of extreme school violence (i.e., preventing, as-
sessing, or intervening) was significantly related to feeling prepared to act in this 
area (see Appendix L). Having had work experience in the assessment of extreme 
school violence versus not having had experience in this area was also significantly 
related to motivation (i.e., prevention and assessment) as well as all three dimen-
sions of feeling effective (prevention, assessment, and intervention). Thus, school 
counsellors who had conducted assessments in extreme school violence situations 
reported higher levels of motivation to prevent and assess extreme school violence 
as well as higher levels of perceived effectiveness at preventing, assessing, and inter-
vening into extreme school violence as compared to school counsellors reporting 
no assessment involvement in this area.

Having been involved in preventing eating disorders was significantly related 
to all three dimensions of feeling effective (i.e., preventing, assessing, and inter-
vening) in this area. Dealing with aspects of sexual behaviour was significantly 
related to all dimensions of prevention, assessment, and intervention in this area. 
A similar relationship was noted with drug use. Participants reporting involvement 
with prevention and intervention activities, versus those with no involvement in 
this area, reported significant differences on all preparation, motivation, and ef-
fectiveness dimensions, with one exception (feeling effective to prevent drug use 
was not significant regardless of work experience versus no work experience in 
the intervention of drug use). Finally, having had experience in the assessment of 
drug use was also significantly related to all three dimensions of feeling prepared 
as well as feeling effective at assessment. 

Few significant differences existed between those participants who reported 
work involvement in suicide prevention, assessment, and intervention compared 
to those who did not report work involvement in said activities in terms of self-
reported preparation, motivation, and effectiveness in the prevention, assessment, 
and intervention of suicide.

As also seen, there were a number of moderate to strong correlations within the 
various high-risk behaviour dimensions (see Appendices E–K). There were strong 
positive correlations between perceived preparedness and perceived effectiveness 
among the various high-risk behaviour categories. For all high-risk behaviour 
categories, there were significant moderate to strong positive correlations (< .01 
level, two-tailed) between perceived preparation and perceived effectiveness.

For all high-risk behaviour categories there were significant mild to moderate 
positive correlations between perceived motivation and perceived effectiveness, with 
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the exception of the intervention category for bullying (note: data for this category 
were not normally distributed). In addition, these correlations were lower than all 
perceived preparation and perceived effectiveness correlations, with the exception 
of motivation for assessment and effectiveness for assessment versus preparation 
for assessment and effectiveness for assessment for the self-mutilation category 
(.713, < .01 level, two-tailed versus .640, < .01 level, two-tailed, respectively). 
Significant (at the .01 level, two-tailed), albeit lower, correlations were noted 
between motivation and preparation among the high-risk behaviour dimensions.

The correlations between preparation and motivation were smaller in size for 
most of the high-risk behavioural categories (i.e., suicide, self-mutilation, eating 
disorder, and drug use). There were no significant correlations noted between 
preparation to prevent and motivation to prevent, preparation to assess and mo-
tivation to assess, and preparation to intervene and motivation to intervene for 
the eating disorder category.

Responsibility and Responses

Responsibility. Participants were asked to rate, on a 0–100% scale, the amount of 
responsibility they felt they had for preventing, assessing, and intervening into the 
seven high-risk behaviour dimensions (see Appendix M). Following this, they were 
asked to rate their desired level of responsibility, on the same scale, for preventing, 
assessing, and intervening into each of the seven high-risk behaviour dimensions 
(see Appendix N). Interestingly, there were significant differences between current 
and desired responsibility levels for suicide (prevention, assessment, and interven-
tion), self-mutilation (assessment and intervention), bullying (assessment and 
intervention), and eating disorders (intervention) (see Appendix O).

These significant differences reflected participants’ wanting less responsibility 
in addressing these high-risk behaviour dimensions. Participants indicated their 
highest current responsibilities around the assessment (M = 75.29%, SD = 27.48) 
and treatment (M = 70.98%, SD = 29.48) of suicide. As seen in Appendix M, 
participants also reported current responsibility scores in the 60% range for self-
mutilation and bullying. However, current responsibility scores were reported 
in the 50% and 40% range for the remaining high-risk behaviour dimensions. 
Scores were especially low for sexual behaviour and drug-using behaviour. As 
noted above, participants’ scores suggested they were interested in significantly less 
responsibility in dealing with suicide, self-mutilation, and bullying. Participants 
seemed relatively satisfied with current levels of responsibility for the remaining 
high-risk behaviour dimensions.

There were also some significant differences in terms of responsibility levels 
between those participants who reported actual work involvement with high-risk 
behaviour and those reporting no actual work involvement in these activities (see 
Appendix P). In addition, there were also some significant differences in rated 
responsibility levels between those participants who reported that it was their role 
to prevent, assess, or intervene into the specific high-risk behaviours and those who 
did not report that it was their role to deal with these behaviours (see Appendix Q).
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Roles and responses. Participants were also asked to rank order the top three 
probable actions they may take in dealing with a student high-risk behaviour 
(see Appendix R). The majority of participants who responded to this question 
indicated their first response would be to become directly involved in assessing 
and intervening into each of the high-risk behaviours. This was especially strong 
for suicide, self-mutilation, and bullying. Participants’ second action choice was 
often to consult with a colleague, and the third was typically to transfer the case 
to a different type of helping professional. Other response categories were far less 
endorsed (e.g., seek supervision, bring case to team leader prior to taking action).

Participants were also asked about roles they assumed in dealing with the vari-
ous high-risk behaviours (see Appendix S). As seen, a large number of participants 
perceived themselves as taking on a team leader role in dealing with suicide, self-
mutilation, and bullying. Fewer participants reported such a role in dealing with 
the remaining high-risk behaviour dimensions. Importantly, very few respondents 
reported taking on a “bystander” role.

A small subset of the participants did report “working alone.” As noted above, 
Appendix C highlights those participants reporting actual engagement in preven-
tion, assessment, or intervention activities (i.e., hours worked) over the past 5 
years. In contrast, Appendix S shows those who saw prevention, assessment, or 
intervention as their perceived role. As can be seen, a large number of participants 
did not endorse these types of roles (e.g., prevention, assessment, intervention) 
as being part of their professional role. This was especially the case for extreme 
school violence, eating disorders, sexual behaviours, and drug use. A larger than 
expected group indicated that prevention, assessment, and intervention of suicide, 
self-mutilation, and bullying were also not part of their roles. Importantly, not 
perceiving an activity as part of their role did not preclude participants from actu-
ally engaging in the activity over the past 5 years (see Appendix C).

discussion

Training and Roles

Training was a core consideration in the current study. Several authors (e.g., 
Carney & Cobia, 2003; Furlong, Babinski, Poland, Munoz, & Boles, 1996) 
suggested that some school counsellors and school psychologists do not receive 
sufficient training in dealing with certain high-risk student behaviour. The current 
study found that a large number of school counsellors received no formal training, 
over the previous 5 years, in addressing some types of high-risk behaviour. Areas 
such as sexual behaviour, drug use, and eating disorders were especially unlikely 
to have been addressed through formal training.

Interestingly, a large number of school counsellors indicated that they did not 
perceive prevention, assessment, or intervention of these types of high-risk stu-
dent behaviour as their role. This could be a consequence of not having received 
formal training in this area. Perhaps in some cases instructors in their training 
programs did not recognize these as critical to counsellors’ roles. It is also possible 
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that few opportunities exist for formal training in these areas, making it difficult 
to obtain training.

Nonetheless, several researchers (e.g., Boes et al., 2004; Yager & O’Dea, 2005) 
have suggested that school counsellors have the potential to have positive impacts on 
students dealing with, or at risk for, eating disorders, provided they receive sufficient 
training. In addition, Nagel, Scherer, and Lee (2000) reported that school counsel-
lors in their study noted student substance abuse as their paramount concern. Other 
researchers (e.g., Cobia et al., 1998; McFarland & Oliver, 1999; Stevens-Smith & 
Remley, 1994) have suggested that school counsellors can play a role in HIV risk 
reduction behaviour, including high-risk sexual behaviour, among youth.

While a larger number of participants in the current study reported self-training 
activities, many also reported no self-training in dealing with high-risk sexual 
behaviour, drug use, and eating disorders. Again, this likely reflects the reality 
that some school counsellors do not perceive dealing with these types of student 
high-risk behaviour as their role. This does raise the question as to which helping 
professional would address these behaviours and why some school counsellors 
would perceive it as their role and others would not.

The great majority of participants reported formal training on the topic of bully-
ing. This could reflect the availability of formal course work at the local university. 
In addition, many participants perceived this area as falling within their roles.

Suicide assessment and intervention, two frequently cited responsibilities of 
school counsellors (King et al., 2000), were noted by roughly half of the sample 
as having been a topic of formal training over the past 5 years. The majority indi-
cated self-training in these areas. This highlights the importance of ensuring the 
availability of high-quality formal training opportunities in the area of suicide 
assessment and intervention. This is consistent with previous research (e.g., Al-
len et al., 2002; Canada et al., 2007), which highlights the importance of school 
counsellor suicide training.

Interestingly, a subset of the participants reported not engaging in prevention, 
assessment, or intervention of suicide over the past 5 years and a large subset re-
ported this as not being one of their roles. While several authors (e.g., Costin et 
al., 2002; King et al., 2000; Schaefer-Schiumo & Ginsberg, 2003; Stevens-Smith 
& Remley, 1994) have reported that school counsellors have a responsibility to 
prevent, assess, and intervene into various high-risk student behaviour, including 
student suicide risk, several participants in this study did not see it as their role 
and wanted less responsibility.

Some of the differences found in the current study could have to do with 
different types of roles assumed by school counsellors and educational psycholo-
gists locally. However, each of these groups is cited in the literature as playing an 
important role in dealing with student high-risk behaviour (Costin et al., 2002; 
Furlong, Morrison, & Pavelski, 2000; King et al., 2000), suggesting that each 
group has a potential role to play. It is possible that the nature of that role may 
need to be further tailored to individual school counsellors’ training background 
and interests, as well as school needs.
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The majority of participants reported engaging in the prevention, assessment, 
and intervention of suicide attempts, self-mutilation, bullying, and eating disorders 
(but not in the remaining high-risk behaviours) over the past 5 years. A subset 
of school counsellors seemed to be engaged in dealing with high-risk student 
behaviour while not actually seeing it as their role, suggesting the possibility that 
some school counsellors have had to step outside of their perceived role in times 
of high-risk student behaviour.

In addition, some school counsellors in this study reported intervening in 
student sexual behaviour and extreme school violence, but not assessing or acting 
to prevent these behaviours, suggesting a potential need to intervene in response 
to such behaviour, even if this may ordinarily fall outside one’s professional role. 
Taken together, this may suggest that school counsellors can be expected to deal 
with certain high-risk behaviour even if it is not part of their defined role.

Interestingly, data from the current study suggest participants may be more 
motivated then they are prepared or effective (at least in terms of their personal 
perceptions) in addressing student high-risk behaviour. Thus, there may be a need 
to offer training in areas such as extreme school violence and high-risk sexual be-
haviour, even to those school counsellors who perceive these types of behaviour as 
falling outside of their professional role. Perhaps an effort should be made to en-
courage current and future school counsellors to receive training in these high-risk 
behaviour areas as they may be called upon to assess or intervene into these student 
high-risk behaviours. It appears that the subset of school counsellors now addressing 
these behaviours may need and desire further access to training.

Similarly, a majority of participants reported addressing eating disorder be-
haviours, and they indicated that they received very little or no formal training 
over the past 5 years in this area. Again this may reflect a need for future formal 
training. The high proportion of participants reporting self-training in dealing 
with several high-risk student behaviours could also indicate a desire among school 
counsellors for more formal training opportunities (e.g., professional development 
seminars) in these areas. This could highlight a need for universities to increase 
emphasis in these areas.

Counselling psychology, school psychology, and general counselling have placed 
a clear emphasis on prevention activities (Beatch et al., 2008). In this study, a 
similar number of participants reported involvement in formal and self-training 
in terms of prevention and in assessment and intervention for high-risk behaviour. 
The same was true for involvement in prevention activities compared to assessment 
and intervention; similar numbers of participants reported preventing high-risk 
behaviours and assessing and intervening into high-risk behaviours (one excep-
tion to this was found; fewer participants reported prevention of self-mutilation 
behaviours as compared to intervention and assessment of self-mutilation).

Interestingly, though, participants indicated spending more actual hours in-
volved with the intervention of suicide, self-mutilation, and bullying than they 
did with the prevention or assessment of these activities (it is important to note 
that some participants reported extreme scores on the intervention category, which 



162	 Gregory E. Harris and Gary Jeffery

contributed to larger reported intervention hours worked). Participants reported 
spending more time in the prevention of some eating disorders, extreme school 
violence, sexual behaviour, and drug-using behaviour than on intervention and 
assessment in these areas. This could speak to participants’ discomfort levels with 
intervention and assessment in these high-risk behaviour domains.

Similar numbers of participants reported it was their role to prevent bully-
ing, extreme school violence, eating disorders, sexual behaviours, and drug use 
as reported it was their role to intervene into and assess these behaviours. Fewer 
participants (i.e., roughly one third fewer) reported it was their role to prevent 
suicide and self-mutilation than reported it was their role to offer intervention and 
assessment into these two behaviours. This suggests that this subset of participants 
differentiated between prevention and assessment/intervention. In other words, 
they did not perceive a proactive approach (inasmuch as prevention is the proac-
tive option compared with assessment and intervention) as part of their role for 
these two high-risk behaviour categories. Overall, there is some indication in this 
sample that prevention of certain high-risk student behaviour may be perceived 
as less part of school counsellors’ roles/responsibilities than are assessment and 
intervention. Having said that, prevention was a core activity for many of the 
participants.

Participants rated a number of training dimensions as being important in help-
ing them feel prepared to deal with high-risk behaviour. “Theory” was rated lower 
than a number of the other dimensions. In a study of elementary and secondary 
school counsellors’ perceptions of graduate training dimensions, counselling theory 
was rated in 9th place out of 24 dimensions for elementary school counsellors and 
12th out of 24 for secondary school counsellors (Perusse & Goodnough, 2005). 
This is deemed problematic by the current authors, as theory is an important train-
ing dimension. The reasons that some school counsellors do not perceive theory 
as an important training dimension need to be explored. In addition, instructors 
and professors need to be aware of this potential perception among some students/
trainees. Focusing on the applied aspects of training will be important to help 
provide students/trainees with what many seem to want, but helping to build in 
the rationale for theoretically informed practice is also an important dimension 
of training.

Feeling Able to Address Problems

Participants’ perceptions of their preparation, motivation, and effectiveness 
to address high-risk behaviour varied as to the type of behaviour. Research (e.g., 
Debski, Spadafore, Jacob, Poole, & Hixson, 2007; Furlong et al., 1996; King et 
al., 2000; Schaefer-Schiumo & Ginsberg, 2003) suggests that some school coun-
sellors/psychologists in training as well as some school counsellors/psychologists 
perceive themselves as being unprepared to address certain high-risk behaviour 
(e.g., suicide, school violence). Overall, participants in this study felt themselves 
most able to address bullying, the most common high-risk behaviour addressed 
by the school counsellors in our study.
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Researchers have highlighted school counsellors’ role in addressing bullying 
(e.g., Bauman, 2008; Jacobsen & Bauman, 2007; McAdams & Schmidt, 2007). 
However, researchers have not suggested placing such a higher emphasis on ad-
dressing bullying as compared with other forms of high-risk behaviour.

Participants in the current study reported perceiving relatively low levels of 
preparation and effectiveness in dealing with extreme school violence and drug 
use. Some researchers (e.g., Bernes & Bardick, 2007; Furlong et al., 2000; Lambie 
& Davis, 2007; Watkins, Ellickson, Vaiana, & Hiromoto, 2006) have suggested 
that school counsellors and psychologists can play a key role in addressing these 
types of high-risk behaviour. School counsellors need training and supervision 
in these areas and need clear direction to identify these responsibilities as part of 
their roles.

Some significant relationships were found between participant groups who 
reported actual work involvement with high-risk student behaviour and those 
reporting no work involvement in addressing high-risk behaviours in terms of 
their perceived preparation, motivation, and effectiveness. There are a number of 
potential explanations for these relationships.

If addressing high-risk behaviour is an expected part of a counsellor’s job, it is 
possible that the counsellor would seek out additional expertise in this area. It is 
also possible that having work experience in the area may help school counsellors 
feel more able to address these behaviours. Or perhaps having these responsibili-
ties as part of their professional role results in an enhanced perception of ability, 
confidence, or legitimacy to deal with these types of issues. Protection motiva-
tion theory, highlighting several dimensions that predict motivation to act in 
high-risk situations, including a threat appraisal indicating risk potential and 
perceived intervention efficacy (Nagel, Scherer, & Lee, 2000), could help explain 
the above-noted relationships. Further research could explore the above potential 
relationships in more depth.

Several authors (e.g., Costin et al., 2002; King et al., 2000; Schaefer-Schiumo 
& Ginsberg, 2003; Stevens-Smith & Remley, 1994) have highlighted that school 
counsellors should play an important role in dealing with high-risk student behav-
iour. Thus, it could be problematic if a counsellor is unprepared or unmotivated 
to assess or intervene in a case when called upon, especially in a rural area where 
other options may be harder to identify. In the current study, a small subset of 
participants reported that addressing some high-risk behaviours were not part of 
their perceived role, yet they had addressed these behaviours over the past 5 years. 
It is also important to note that participants’ levels of motivation were higher 
than their perceived preparation and effectiveness for all seven of the high-risk 
behaviour categories. This suggests a need to help ensure school counsellors are 
ready for what might happen, despite the possibility that an issue might be out-
side of one’s perceived professional role, and also to help school counsellors feel 
more effective and prepared to address such issues (i.e., in line with their levels 
of motivation).
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Responsibility

In line with current research (e.g., King et al., 2000), participants reported their 
highest levels of current responsibility related to dealing with suicide. “Responsi-
bility” is used here in an attempt to capture the degree to which participants feel 
responsible for dealing with the high-risk behaviour categories included in this 
article. They also reported high levels of responsibility for dealing with self-muti-
lation and bullying. Research has highlighted school counsellors’ responsibilities 
in dealing with these types of behaviour (Jacobsen & Bauman, 2007; McAdams 
& Schmidt, 2007; Moyer, Haberstroh, & Marbach, 2008).

Participants’ responses in the current study highlighted significant differences 
between current responsibility and desired responsibility in dealing with suicide, 
self-mutilation, and bullying (with the exception of preventing bullying and self-
mutilation). This suggests some potential concerns with current responsibility 
levels in addressing these behaviours. This finding may highlight the importance 
of counsellors having a say in their job duties when it comes to addressing student 
high-risk behaviour.

For the most part, there were no significant differences between current respon-
sibility and desired responsibility for the remaining high-risk behaviours (with 
the exception of intervening into eating disorders). However, for these additional 
high-risk behaviours, school counsellors reported relatively low levels of current 
and desired responsibility. These numbers were especially low (in the 40% range)
for sexual behaviour and drug-using behaviour. This raises issues regarding whose 
role it is to address these types of high-risk student behaviour.

A subset of school counsellors in this study indicated that addressing these issues 
was their role and that they had worked in these areas over the past 5 years. A large 
group reported that it was not their role, they did not address these activities, and 
they wanted relatively low levels of responsibility in these areas. This may suggest 
that other types of professionals need to be involved/trained, or school counsellors 
need more training/incentives to engage in this type of work.

Perhaps employing a wider systemic/community model of prevention, assess-
ment, and intervention into certain high-risk behaviour could be of benefit, result-
ing in a higher degree of teamwork and reducing pressures that may be on some 
school counsellors who do not want to be as involved in these practice areas. It is 
important to note that current and desired responsibility levels were significantly 
higher for those participants who indicated having worked in these areas over the 
past 5 years. This pattern was observed for all high-risk behaviour dimensions. 
(There was one exception to this: participants with no work experience involving 
the assessment of bullying over the past 5 years reported a higher degree of current 
responsibility to prevent bullying compared to participants who had assessment 
work experience in this area, albeit the relationship was not statistically significant.)

As noted above, there were some significant differences in responsibility levels 
between those who had involvement working with students around high-risk issues 
and those having no involvement working with students around high-risk issues. 
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Thus, having work experience with a particular high-risk behaviour resulted in 
having a different perspective on responsibility level than those participants with 
no work experience in that area. Nevertheless, both groups of participants (those 
having had the work experience and those not having had the work experience) 
reported desiring less responsibility in preventing, assessing, and intervening into 
suicide as compared with their current responsibility levels.

Participants reporting no work experience over the past 5 years regarding 
suicide still reported relatively high levels of current responsibility to deal with 
student suicidal behaviours. Participants who had not worked in the prevention, 
assessment, or intervention of self-mutilation reported a desire to have increases 
in their responsibility level around prevention of this high-risk issue. This might 
suggest a desire for some participants to take on a more proactive role in dealing 
with this type of high-risk behaviour.

In the category of extreme school violence, an interesting pattern emerged: 
participants who had worked in the area of prevention, assessment, and interven-
tion reported a desired increase in responsibility level, while those not working 
in this area desired less responsibility. This potentially suggests that some school 
counsellors are keenly interested in working in this area. In contrast, very few 
differences were noted between current and desired responsibility for addressing 
drug use for both of the participant groups, suggesting that this may not be an 
area of as much interest, compared to some of the other dimensions, for many of 
the school counsellors surveyed.

Roles

Participants in the current study identified various roles they engaged in when 
addressing specific high-risk behaviour. Interestingly, few participants reported 
bringing the case to their team prior to taking action, transferring the case to 
someone in their discipline, or seeking supervision, especially in terms of dealing 
with suicide and self-mutilation. Participants’ most frequent responses were in the 
areas of offering assessment and intervention, seeking consultation, and transfer-
ring the case to another type of professional. Participants often seemed to take an 
active front-line role with clients.

These results make sense given the nature of the issues in question: crises often 
necessitate initial action followed, in many instances, by consultation. For all of the 
high-risk behaviour dimensions, offering an assessment and intervention was a first 
choice. This may illustrate the position many school counsellors find themselves 
in. Importantly, most participants indicated that they were team leaders or active 
team members. Team work is likely occurring, but many participants may still be 
assessing and intervening alone or as first-line practitioners.

Fewer participants reported assessment and intervention activities around ex-
treme school violence, as compared with the other high-risk behaviour dimensions, 
suggesting that fewer participants are dealing with these types of high-risk behav-
iour. In fact, all options tended to be endorsed fewer times in the extreme school 
violence category as compared with all other high-risk behaviour dimensions. Role 
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options in dealing with eating disorders, sexual behaviours, and drug use were also 
endorsed fewer times as compared to dealing with suicide, self-mutilation, and 
bullying, suggesting that fewer participants were dealing with (at least in terms 
of the options available) eating disorder, sexual behaviour, and drug use issues.

In line with this, several participants indicated case transfer options for eating 
disorders, sexual behaviour, and drug use behaviour. A number of participants 
indicated case consultation for the high-risk behaviour categories, which is quite 
encouraging. This would seem to suggest that many school counsellors in this 
study have colleagues to consult with when faced with difficult cases. This is in 
accord with ethical practice (e.g., the Canadian Counselling Association, the 
Canadian Psychological Association). It should also be noted that a very small 
subset of participants endorsed the “bystander” role in dealing with any of the 
high-risk behaviour categories, suggesting that the great majority of participants 
may become involved in addressing these behaviours if needed.

future directions and study limitations

The current study has elucidated several important findings and raised some 
important questions regarding school counsellors and high-risk student behaviour. 
School counsellors in this study noted their highest levels of preparation, motiva-
tion, and effectiveness in terms of dealing with student bullying. Future research 
could explore if this perception of preparation and effectiveness actually resulted 
in an enhanced ability to deal with said behaviour. Further exploring what makes 
school counsellors feel prepared, motivated, and effective in terms of the bullying 
dimension would also be useful.

School counsellors reported focusing less (along with less perceived preparation, 
motivation, and effectiveness) on sexual behaviour and drug use. This raises some 
important questions about which school professionals are doing the majority of 
work regarding these types of behaviours and what makes certain school counsel-
lors so much more likely to work with these behaviours. It also raises the questions 
of what some school counsellors do when they are confronted with these types of 
issues and what the overall school approach is to addressing these types of issues.

Clearly, issues around school counsellors’ role boundaries, and even role un-
certainty, need to be examined. Another important focus in the current study 
was school counsellors’ appreciation of theory. Future research could explore 
how school counsellors are encouraged to develop an appreciation of theoretical 
foundations regarding high-risk behaviour theories. Overall, a key message in 
the current study was around training needs and training availability. University 
programs can offer high-risk behaviour training as part of school counsellor and 
educational psychologist preparation.

The current results need to be treated cautiously. The current study had a 
relatively small sample size and focused on school counsellors’ perceptions versus 
actual measures of ability or behaviour. Given the low response rate, it is possible 
that the characteristics of respondents differed from non-respondents.
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There was also a high percentage of rural respondents; this was not necessarily 
unexpected, given the geographical reality of the population surveyed. In addition, 
high correlations between preparation, motivation, and effectiveness, although 
interesting, serve as a potential limitation (i.e., multicollinearity).

The authors also combined data from guidance counsellors and educational 
psychologists, which made sense for the purpose of the current article. In addition, 
there is some overlap in the roles and training of school counsellors and educa-
tional psychologists in this province. A small subset of participants indicated plus 
signs (+) or greater than signs (>) for the hours they spent in training or working. 
These numbers were treated as the number written, which could underestimate 
hours for a small number of the participants. An additional participant could not 
estimate the specific hours worked/trained, suggesting that this participant may 
have worked or received training but did not include the specific numbers.

concluding thoughts and recommendations

School counsellors play a central role in preventing, assessing, and interven-
ing into student high-risk behaviour. Having said that, not all school counsellors 
perceive this type of work as part of their role or responsibility. Clearly, identifying 
school counsellors’ comfort, desired responsibility, and preferred role(s) in terms 
of addressing student high-risk behaviour is a key dimension of defining employ-
ment expectations. In addition, the current study has illustrated that some school 
counsellors may have more motivation to prevent, assess, or intervene into student 
high-risk behaviour than they perceive they have preparation or effectiveness, again 
highlighting the importance of training availability. In light of the study’s findings, 
the following recommendations are made regarding school counsellor education, 
school counselling services, and continuing education:

1.	 Should provide formal coursework and supervised experience through 
counsellor education programs in the area of high-risk behaviour prevention, 
assessment, and intervention

2.	 Should focus on applied skill, along with theory, including a rationale for 
the importance of theoretically informed practice, during training in the 
area of high-risk behaviour prevention, assessment, and intervention

3.	 The desired role of school counsellors should be explicitly clarified in terms 
of prevention, assessment, and intervention into student high-risk behaviour

4.	 A prevention, assessment, and intervention team, with various disciplinary 
members, including school counsellors and psychologists, should be devel-
oped to be involved in prevention, assessment, and intervention activities 
surrounding student high-risk behaviour

5.	 Focus on assessment and intervention is key, but given the importance of 
primary prevention with youth, prevention training and activities should 
be at least as important as assessment and intervention

6.	 School boards should make available continuing education courses in the 
areas of prevention, assessment, and intervention of high-risk behaviour. 
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