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(ABSTRACT)

The Occupational Stress Inventory (OSI) and a Data
Form were used to describe levels of occupational stress,
psychological strain, and coping resources of 500 randomly
selected elementary school counselors across the United
States. Stress, strain, and coping were examined at levels
of demographic variables including age, gender, school size
and setting, parental status, years in profession, schools
served, marital status, students assigned, and hours
worked.

Data were collected by mail survey which had an 84%
(n = 410) return rate. Of these, 310 were usable for data
analysis. Respondents averaged 44.18 years old; 87.1% were
female. Approximately three fourths had less than 10 years
experience in their jobs, worked in education more than 8
years, were married, and were parents.

Scores on the OSI for stress, psychological strain,
and coping resources fell in the average ranges for all
subscales. Examination of levels of demographic variables

revealed Role Overload, Role Boundary, and Role Ambiguity



subscales were higher for counselors serving three or more
schools. Counselors serving schools in two or more kinds
of geographic settings reported higher Role Overload and
Responsibility stress.

Elementary school counselors who were parents of one
child had higher overall scores on Psychological,
Interpersonal, and Physical strain scales compared to
parents with two children.

Counselors aged 56 & older showed better Self-care and
Recreational coping scores than some younger counterparts.
Parents scored significantly lower on the Recreational and
Self~care scales compared to non-parents, as did counselors
who were parents of one child compared to parents of two.

It is recommended that counselor educators attempt to
increase student awareness of the importance of developing
coping skills to apply to their own occupational stress.
This should be emphasized during practicum and internship
activities. Legislative or administrative action may help
provide support for counselors in the form of increased
parental leave time, assignment to fewer than three
schools, or assignment to schools located in similar
geographic settings. Counselor education programs are
urged to teach counselors organizational skills, systematic
problem solving, and time management skills.

Recommendations for further research are made.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The types of problems schools and school counselors
face are increasing. Single parent homes are on the rise,
and over half our country's children will live in one
before age 18. The percentage of families with two working
parents has increased. Drug abuse, child physical and
sexual abuse, and families with children living below the
poverty line appear to be inc:easing. The poverty rate for
families with children has been increasing since 1970
(Slauter, 1989). These factors result in more problems
with which school personnel must deal.

As these societal changes are manifest in the school
arena as severe academic, behavioral, and emotional
problems, school counselors are one of the primary
professionals involved in attempts to provide assistance.
For example, as suicide among school youth has risen in the
last decade, school counselors are often called upon to
organize and coordinate suicide prevention and intervention
programs. Olson & Dilley (1988) asserted that although
each new "at risk" population is worthy of attention, these
new roles have proliferated without giving counselors any
relief by subtracting old ones. These authors contended

there is



substantial evidence to support counselor

assertions that they cannot meet all the old

demands (let alone the new demands) placed on

them. Inability to meet the demands is clearly a

source of stress. As a result the mental health

and quality of work of counselors is adversely

affected. (p. 196)

Institutional pressures on schools have increased as
well. In 1991, 37 of the 50 states confronted substantial
budget deficits with constitutions that allowed no deficits
whatsoever (Hoagland, 1992). Political decisions to avoid
new taxes often result in reduced educational funding at
state and local levels. Positions disappear and counselors
may serve more students and schools. Within schools,
counselors may find themselves assigned to more tasks--
including secretarial, administrative, nursing, teaching,
or substitute teaching duties. Counselors not directly
affected may be dealing with other staff and students

strained by reduced resources, materials, or increased

class sizes.

Stress and Counselors
Although there is extensive research on general
occupational stress (Barling, 1990; Cooper & Payne, 1988;
Hendrix, Steel, & Schultz, 1987; Richard & Krieshok, 1989),
there'is a relative paucity of research about the
occupational stress of counselors. There is little

research on school counselor stress, and especially



elementary counselors. Much of what was written was
opinion only, used weak instrumentation or design, or
examined quite limited populations.

Some variables in the work place and home environment
generate stress, while others act as coping mechanisms
(Holt, 1982). The variables contributing to stress may or
may not be under the control of counselors, administrators,
or counselor educators. However, the dirth of research to
guide decisions at the individual, program, or national
policy level, makes attempts at preventing or moderating
stress for counselors an exercise in uninformed guesswork.

Whether from general societal changes, additional
roles, insufficient training, or changes within educational
institutions, the result is an increase in the number of
occupational stressors experienced by school counselors.

(Occupational stress generates psychological, behavioral,
and physiological manifestations which may affect
counselor's physical health, mental health, and
effectiveness (Moracco, Butcke, & McEwen, 1984))

The potential for stress to alter the ability of
counselors to deliver services competently as noted by some
researchers (Maslach, 1982; Moracco, 1981) only begins to
address the scope of the problem. Stress is linked to
problems with mental and physical health (Beehr & Newman,

1978; Hendrix et al. 1987). (There is a strong connection



between stress and burnout, which depletes professionals'
emotional energy and increases the chances of leaving their
profession (Friesen & Sarros, 1989; Maslach, 1982)» Even
if the result is not directly related to job continuation
through burnout, stress may affect long term job
continuation by its impact on job satisfaction and job
performance (Clemons, 1988; Schaubroek, Cotton, & Jennings,
1989).

Elementary school counselors are a unique professional
group. They are in the position of being advocates for a
large number of children who are powerless to advocate for
themselves because of their age. Due to the critical
nature of counselors' positions,(it is paramount that their
professional performance be at the highest level;)
Understanding the factors related to occupational stress of

counselors is important for the profession and the

clientele they serve.

Rationale for Study
Elementary school counselors operate in an environment
different from most other school or mental health
professionals in terms of both stresses and coping
resources. Besides advocating for students, elementary
school counselors must be comfortable working with young

children and yet easily move to consultation with various



adult publics. These publics include teachers,
administrators, social workers, psychologists, other mental
health professionals, and most importantly parents. The
difficulties and complexities of working with these groups
increase because many counselors lack sufficient training
to handle at risk populations (Olson & Dilley, 1988).

Although there has been increased emphasis on training
for elementary school counselors in the last 10 years
(Hollis & Wantz, 1990), there has not been increased
knowledge of the levels of stresses and strains of these
professionals. Lack of such knowledge may have negative
effects on the counselors, the school children, and the
adults they serve. The current study provides information
that can contribute to better understanding and decision
making by the following groups: |

1. fCounseling students need a realistic awareness of

!

the streéses of their prospective professiqp.) Student
counselors will be able to use the results of this study to
compare their personal and professional resources to the
strains of the job. With this knowledge, they may be able
to take steps to develop some of the personal coping

resources they will need as well as plan for development of

additional coping resources in the job setting.



2. Counselors already working in elementary schools
need to hgigpten their awareness of particular stressors
associated with their professional role and setting. Selye
(1956) believed that just knowing what the stressors are on
any given person is intrinsically important to healing.
Beyond this, knowing the likely stressors and important
coping mechanisms enables counselors to proactively develop
resources and strategies for preventing and reducing
strain.

3. School administrators may utilize the information
from this study in a variety of ways to enable counselors
to work at optimum levels. i?rincipals may be able to
rearrange schedules, shift responsibilities, or modify
noncounseling duties to support coping or reduce stress in
their counselorsj) Information from this study will apprise
district and state administrators of stress related to
student/counselor ratios, school size, schools served, and
other information that should be considered when personnel
assignments and funding decisions are made.

4. Counselor educators can benefit from awareness and
understanding of the personal and professional resources
needed by those they are training. If class or practicum
training is not providing realistic experiences for

counseling students to develop the needed skills,



alternative choices need to be considered in counselor
education programs across the country.

5. Besides providing information to counseling and
administrative professionals, the research from this study
will support efforts of other researchers by providing an
information base to aid comparisons of stress, strain, and
coping to (a) levels of school counselors, (b) counselors
in other fields, and (c) public service professionals.
From the results of this study, further research directions
may be indicated to more completely understand stress,
psychological strain, and coping in elementary school

counselors.

Statement of the Problem

A variety of forces may be increasing the occupational
stress experienced by school counselors. (Excessive
occupational stress negatively affects job satisfaction,
job performance, and long term job commitment) However,
little is known about the stress of elementary school
counselors in their job setting or about their levels of
perceived strain. Further, there is only limited knowledge
about the mechanisms available to and used by elementary
school counselors to cope with stresses and strains as they
occur. There are no national data to provide this

information.



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to provide information
that contributes to the understanding of stress, strain,
and coping of elementary school counselors. The researcher
describes overall levels of occupatibnal stress, perceived
physical and psychological effects (strain), and coping
resources among elementary school counselors employed
throughout the United States using the Occupational Stress
Inventory (OSI) (Osipow & Spokane, 1987). The researcher
gathered information about demographic variables from the
participants and describes these variables in relation to
the OSI scores for stress, strain, and coping.

The study is designed to answer the following research
questions:

1. What are the levels of the Occupational Roles
Questionnaire (ORQ) subscales (stress factors) among
elementary school counselors?

2. What are the levels of the Personal Strain
Questionnaire (PSQ) subscales (strain factors) among
elementary school counselors?

3. What are the levels of the Personal Resources
Questionnaire (PRQ) subscales (coping resources) among
elementary school counselors?

4. Are there differences in occupational stress of

elementary school counselors related to the following



demographic variables: age, gender, mafital status,
parental status, number of years in profession, number of
schools served, students assigned, school size, hours
worked per week, or school setting (urban, suburban,
rural)?

5. Are there differences in psychological strain
among elementary school counselors relatéd to the following
demographic variables: age, gender, marital status,
parental status, number of years in profession, number of
schools served, students assigned, school size, hours
worked per week, or school setting (urban, suburban,
rural)?

6. Are there differences in coping resources among
elementary school counselors related to the following
demographic variables: age, gender, marital status,
parental status, number of years in profession, number of
school served, students assigned, school size, hours worked

per week, or school setting (urban, suburban, rural)?

Limitations of the Study
The sample for the present study consists of
counselors who are members of the American School
Counselors Association (ASCA) and who are currently
employed full-time in elementary schools in the United
States. Because respondents are members of a professional
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organization (ASCA), generalizing results to elementary

counselors who are not members should be done with caution

since membership and its attendant activities may

systematically affect some of the stress or coping

variables. The results may not be generalized to

counselors at other school levels, part-time school

counselors, those employed outside school settings, or

those employed outside of the United States.

Definition of Terms

The following is a list of definitions for

the purpose of this study:

1.

Elementary school counselor - counselors who designate

"elementary school" as their area of primary work
responsibility and are members of ASCA.

Stressors - internal or external demands on an
individual.

Stress - results when internal or external demands
exceed persons perceived or actual resources to deal
with themn.

Occupational Stress - job characteristics which lead
to internal or external demands as perceived by the
individual. Overall occupational stress is

represented by the total score for the Occupational
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Roles Questionnaire (ORQ) of the Occupational Stress
Inventory.

5. Strain - the outcome or effects of stress which may be
exhibited as vocational, physical, interpersonal, and
psychological variations from normal responses.
Psychological strain is reflected in the total score
for the Personal Strain Questionnaire (PSQ) of the
OSI.

6. Coping - psychological, behavioral, or cognitive
processes that the individual attempts or uses to
handle external or internal pressures and struggles
that push or surpass the person's resources. Global
coping is reflected in the total score for the

Personal Resources Questionnaire (PRQ) of the OSI.

Summary

This chapter was introduced by reviewing some of the
current problems facing school counselors. Some of the
implications of stress for the physical and mental health
of the professional and the welfare of their clients were
discussed. The special niche of elementary school
counselors was outlined, and a rationale for the study was
given. The problem and purpose of the study were
delineated, research questions were stated, and the
limitations of the study were given. Lastly, the major
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terms and concepts were defined as they were used for this

research.
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