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Rural-specific 
challenges



Disparities

• Limited access to mental health 
professionals

• Geographic and social isolation

• Stigma around mental health and help-
seeking

(Break the Cycle, 2024; Chessmond et al., 2020; Ferris-Day et al., 2021)

Social & 
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Limited resources

• High student-to-counselor ratios

• Conflated responsibilities: “wear[ing] many 
hats” (Boulden et al., 2022)

• in the absence of other school-based 
mental health professionals

• assuming administrative roles
(Boulden et al., 2022; Carey et al., 2012; Grimes, 2020)

chronic absenteeism

graduation rates

academic outcomes



With a colleague, share examples of 
barriers that you’ve experienced in 
your professional role that were not 
previously discussed. 
How have you attempted to 
address these barriers? 

Brain Dump



Trauma-informed care 
in rural schools



The 4 Rs

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014)

Realize
Acknowledge trauma

Know the role of trauma

Check in regularly; ask 
questions

Recognize
Identify triggers

Empower students to use 
their learning brain

Facilitate effective responses

Respond
Help students feel seen and 

heard

Provide digestible 
information

Create opportunities for 
student choice, expression, 
and therapeutic services

Resist
Recognize pain points

Ask students/families what 
will support their healing

Collaborate to cultivate a 
trauma-informed school



Recognizing trauma in rural students

• Over two-thirds of children report experiencing at least one traumatic 
event by age 16 (e.g., direct experience, witness)

• Identifying an experience as traumatic is subjective
• Threshold for stress and coping

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2024)



Practical Trauma-informed strategies

• Our reactions to someone’s trauma response can cause more harm

• Fostering healing and building trust

• Revisiting and revising policy and processes (e.g., attendance, discipline)
• Seeking input from students!



Collaboration & 
Partnerships



Collaboration & Partnerships

(Bright, 2018; Bright, 2020; Corbett, 2016; Gagnon & Mattingly, 2016)

Within the school Within the community
Curated environment X
Local assets X
Building trust X X
Curriculum X X



Share-Out

What are some examples of 
successful school-community 
collaborations of which you’ve 

been a part in the past?



Creative Resource 
Allocation Strategies



Tools
• Free resources

• Technology (e.g., CASEL, Empatico)

• Templates (e.g., journaling)

• Technology
• Streamline data collection/distribution

• Caregiver communication



Common goals

• Mentoring programs

• Trained peer leaders

• Teacher allies

• SEL integration

• Project-based, community-

engaged learning



Advocacy & 
Systems Change



Advocacy & Systems Change

• How school personnel can support school counselors
• Elevating the school counselor role in district decisions
• Engaging with local and federal policymakers, departments of 

education, and school boards
• Data collection and storytelling for advocacy



With a colleague, share one 

strategy that you could see 

yourself implementing and why 

you chose that strategy. 

Brain Dump



Comments & Curiosities

loose ends?
ideas?

concerns?
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Download our slides
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