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Abstract

This paper describes a collaborative approach wherein master’s-level school
counseling students provided online group counseling to at-risk virtual high
school students. This project describes the utility of collaboration between
master’s-level school counseling students and a state-approved virtual high
school to employ group counseling to promote student success. The collaborative
project met the following needs: (1) School counseling master’s students
received experiential training and supervision leading online groups for at-risk
high school students; and (2) at-risk, virtual, high school students participated in
an 8-week educational and process counseling group emphasizing academic
success. Implications for school counseling and counselor education are
discussed.
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Online learning is becoming increasingly relied upon in the United States (Setzer
& Lewis, 2005) as students ranging from kindergarten to the postsecondary level are
enrolling in virtual schools and online distance education programs. In 2012, 28 states
offered the opportunity for a full-time, public elementary and secondary virtual public
school education (Molnar et al.,, 2013). Although enrollment is increasing in online
learning programs, both at the K—12 and postsecondary levels, graduation rates are not
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(Dray, Lowenthal, Miszkiewicz, Ruiz-Primo, & Marczynski, 2011). Attrition rates are
higher in online programs than face-to-face educational programs, and not much is
understood about this trend (Dray et al., 2011).

However, a myriad of information is known about the dangers for students who
drop out of secondary education, including increased potential for drug abuse, violence,
poverty, and teen pregnancy (Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Rendon, 2014). Without
intervention, the United States will continue to face long-term problems related to the
increase in online enrollment of K—12 students given the large rate of attrition. Virtual
school districts currently face numerous challenges regarding how they can more fully
support students toward positive outcomes, including social and emotional health as well
as academic success and graduation. Currently, a dearth of literature exists that is focused
on this topic.

Review of the Literature

Virtual Education

Clark (2001) defined a virtual school as “an educational organization that offers
K—12 courses through Internet or Web-based methods” (p. 1). These schools can be
public, private, and for-profit types of institutions (Molnar et al., 2013). Additionally,
students can be involved in online learning programs to different degrees, ranging from a
part-time, hybrid model in which they take some components of their education in a face-
to-face environment and some in a fully digital environment, to fully online programs and
degrees. Many states have approved virtual academies to suffice as state-funded
educational environments; data have shown that in 2013, 311 fully online K—12 schools
were operating in the Unites States and enrolled nearly 200,000 students (Molnar et al.,
2013).

Enrollment in online or virtual learning is rapidly increasing. In a 2005 national
survey of 2,305 public school districts in the United States, 36% of surveyed districts
reported students who were enrolled in online distance education courses (Setzer &
Lewis, 2005). Additionally, an estimated 600,000—700,000 K—12 public school students
were engaged in online learning in 2005-2006, and this figure increased to approximately
1,030,000 students during the 2007—-2008 school year (Archambault & Crippen, 2009;
Picciano & Seaman, 2007, 2009). This represents a 47% increase over just 2 years
(Archambault & Crippen, 2009). However, comparison data do not seem to support
efficacy equality in the two types of teaching modalities. Not only are attrition rates
higher in virtual schools (Dray et al., 2011), Annual Year Performance (AYP) reports
also indicate that brick and mortar schools consistently perform better overall than virtual
schools (Molnar et al., 2013).

A scarcity of literature currently exists that is focused on the experiences of
students, teachers, parents, or other stakeholders involved in virtual K—12 education. In
one effort to better understand parent and guardian perspectives of K—12 online education
and attrition rates, Sorensen (2012) completed a qualitative study and found several
themes that portray the perceived barriers or challenges to the online education,
including: (a) keeping on schedule; (b) self-discipline; (c) technical issues; and (d) the
learning environment. Overall, parents and guardians expressed concern regarding how
their children would be able to stay on track completing assignments, whether or not they
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would be able to manage the workload and learning independently, and if they could
adjust to the online learning environment (Sorensen, 2012). These themes help the field
understand some of the perceived barriers to student learning online that will support
future interventions to target these barriers in order to support students in their online
studies.

The Role of School Counselors

Schools are multi-level, complex systems with a myriad of stakeholders. School
counselors are a crucial component when considering overall student development and
success in graduation. The American School Counseling Association (ASCA) described a
school counselor’s role as one that “helps students focus on academic, personal/social
and career development so they achieve success in school and are prepared to lead
fulfilling lives as responsible members of society” (ASCA, 2014a). Unfortunately, little
research exists on traditional school counselor skill transferability to virtual
environments.

According to ASCA (2014b), 80% of a school counselor’s time should be spent in
direct services, including group counseling. In addition, ASCA stated the following
regarding school counselors and their professional role with regard to leading groups,
“Group counseling is an integral part of a comprehensive school counseling program and
should be included in comprehensive school counseling programs and supported by
school administrators and school districts” (ASCA, 2014c). Group counseling has been
shown to have a positive impact on myriad student issues in traditional K—12 learning
(Corey, Corey, & Corey, 2014; Riva & Haub, 2004; Steen, Bauman, & Smith, 2008),
including student motivation, academic success, study skills, goal setting, and social
skills (ASCA, 2014c).

Group counseling can be helpful to students experiencing interpersonal, family,
and/or academic challenges (Gladding, 2003). The efficacy of school group counseling
has been well documented for a wide variety of issues (Corey et al., 2014; Riva & Haub,
2004). Students can learn coping skills, and interpersonal skills, form relationships, and
discuss developmentally appropriate topics such as peer pressure, bullying, family
stressors, and self-esteem (Corey et al., 2014; Steen, Bauman, & Smith, 2007). In a study
done surveying 802 school counselors, data showed that 87% offered group counseling
interventions in their schools (Steen et al., 2007). Also, 88% of those who were running
groups stated that they included a personal/social component in their groups, while 77%
included an academic focus (Steen et al., 2007). These data show the importance of a
holistic, student-focused perspective that targets social and emotional wellness in
addition to academic success.

Considering the documented success of face-to-face groups, and the focus of
collaboration in schools in the overall academic success of students within a school
context, a logical next step is to transition these services to the online environment so as
to meet the needs of online students. Many online students are facing a wide variety of
complex issues, including social isolation, negative health conditions, and family
stressors (Hurley, 2002; Kerr, 2011). As in brick-and-mortar schools, teachers or
administrators alone cannot address such a wide variety of challenges. School counselors
are employed by virtual high schools, yet no literature exists to support that appropriate
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training in online individual or group counseling facilitation skills is taking place for
master’s-level counselors.

Online Professional Counseling Skills

Current literature has highlighted the need for contemporary counselor trainees to
be trained in distance counseling techniques (Cardenas, Serrano, Flores, & De la Rosa,
2008; Gilkey, Carey, & Wade, 2009; Holmes & Kozlowski, 2015; Kozlowski & Holmes,
2014). Research has shown that traditional counseling techniques do not automatically
transfer to an online counseling environment, particularly when the modality is group
counseling (Holmes & Kozlowski, 2015; Kozlowski & Holmes, 2014). In fact,
Kozlowski and Holmes (2014) compared master’s-level counseling students’ experiences
in both a face-to-face process group and an online process group. Findings indicated that
participants perceived online group counseling to be better suited for psychoeducational
groups given the linear nature of the digital environment. Participants felt that the nature
of the online group context was more appropriately tailored to the delivery and discussion
of particular psychoeducational information and skill sets. However, this finding could
represent the failure of the leaders to facilitate the process of group counseling due to a
lack of skill transferability and inability to foster a therapeutic process environment
online. As such, the training of counselors to transition face-to-face counseling skills to
an online environment has become essential (Anthony, 2015).

Providing online counseling training is in a stage of relative infancy and most
traditional counseling training has not yet moved to incorporate online counseling skills
or interventions. Training must begin to modernize to include online counseling culture
as well as how theories and behaviors can be applied and understood in an online
environment (Anthony, 2015). Although research is limited, one study focused on
training students to use both chat-based, asynchronous (communication does not take
place at the same time such as e-mail) and videoconference, synchronous
(communication takes place between parties simultaneously) methods with clients.
Cardenas et al. (2008) implemented a training program for clinical psychology students
spread over their final three semesters of coursework. This program was designed to
support the formation of online clinical skills. The first semester was an introduction to
online counseling where students learned counseling techniques as well as the potential
uses, benefits, and challenges of the Internet in therapy and mental health services. The
second and third semesters of the training included supervised practice (Cardenas et al.,
2008). Clinical students showed significantly positive gains in their knowledge of the
psychological disorders and interventions that they worked with through the study as well
as significantly positive gains in their clinical skills between pre- and post-test. Students
reported that they felt more confident to provide online services after the training and felt
more positive regarding the benefits of the digital services for a wide array of clients
(Cardenas et al., 2008).

Training of master’s-level counselors in online group work. Several studies
have investigated the experience of master’s-level counseling students as both leaders
and members of online groups. While preliminary, these studies have shown a wide
variety of challenges that are faced in the online group environment pertaining to safety,
inability to create a genuine and therapeutic environment, and perceived lack of
connection between members (Holmes & Kozlowski, 2015; Kozlowski & Holmes,
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2014). However, these experiences created the opportunity to experientially train future
counselors in online counseling skills in the context of a supervised, academic
environment prior to graduation by incorporating the experience into the group
counseling course.

Another option for the infusion of online counseling skills training is through the
internship experience. Master’s-level counseling programs are built on the notion that the
internship, a 600-hour experiential component, is a crucial training experience within the
curriculum (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs
[CACREP], 2015). The internship is an experience where students are able to connect
content learning with experiential learning, practice working with clients in a clinical or
school environment, and receive intensive supervision from a trained professional.
Infusing an online counseling component in a traditional internship is one way to assist
students in learning more about the workings and process of online counseling. Training
master’s-level school counseling students through a dual internship (face-to-face and
online) allows for versatile graduates who have the skill set to work in either environment
upon graduation, a particular skill set that may become increasingly relied upon as the
number of virtual schools continues to increase (Setzer & Lewis, 2005).

Project Focus

To meet the needs of all students, school counselors must collaborate with a
variety of stakeholders to implement intervention services. While this collaboration
process is well known in brick and mortar K—12 school systems, less is documented on
this process in virtual school districts. One potential area for collaboration can include
working with local universities to positively impact school completion rates by engaging
master’s-level school counseling students as virtual interns. Specifically, one example
includes the cooperation of school counselor trainees in the implementation of online
group counseling. This type of collaboration benefits K—12 students involved in the
group process, the school counselor trainees, the professional school counselors
employed by the virtual school who can rely on the interns to provide services to meet the
needs of a greater number of students, and the school district that holds stake in the
academic and personal success of the enrolled students.

Given the challenges to virtual learning and potential academic and social
hardships experienced by K—12 virtual students, collaboration between master’s-level
school counseling programs can be beneficial by offering intentional support to at-risk
students. This experience also allows for the school counseling trainees to gain valuable
experience working within a digital environment. The remainder of this paper describes
the utility of collaboration between master’s-level counseling students and virtual school
districts to employ group counseling to promote student success.

Collaboration and Implementation Process

This model describes a collaboration project between a CACREP-accredited
master’s in counseling program and state-approved, online, virtual high school in the
Midwest. The university internship supervisor and several school counselors and
administrators of the virtual high school developed a collaborative approach to provide
virtual group counseling to at-risk virtual high school students. This collaboration began
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in the late summer of 2014 when agreements, contracts, and other documents were
developed. The mutual collaboration met the following needs: school counseling master’s
students enrolled in their internship course during their last semester of the program
would receive experiential training and supervision leading online groups for high school
students; and at-risk, virtual, high school students would get the opportunity to participate
in a counseling group geared toward academic and personal support for 8 weeks during
one semester.

Counselor Trainings

Several trainings including online group counseling and online school platform
(e.g., Blackboard Connect) were mandatory for the master’s counseling students. These
trainings included: (a) online group counseling training provided by the course instructor
and supervisor; (b) technical virtual school digital platform, Blackboard Connect,
provided by the virtual academy; (c) specific training regarding how to infuse group
counseling techniques into the online learning environment provided by the virtual school
counselors; (d) training regarding working with at-risk students; and (e) leading online
group counseling training. As such, each leader was explicitly trained in providing online
groups and the technological platforms on which they were provided.

Curriculum

The university instructor of the internship course who developed the group
counseling curriculum has over 7 years experience as a school counselor and has taught
master’s-level group counseling courses for 5 years (both on-campus and distance
learning) where she has included traditional face-to-face, and online group counseling
skills in the curriculum.

To overcome the challenges documented in online process groups (Holmes &
Kozlowski, 2015; Kozlowski & Holmes, 2014) the group curriculum was designed to
combine a pyschoeducational focus with an interpersonal process focus based on
suggestions from participants (Kozlowski & Holmes, 2014) as well as common practice
for school counseling groups (Steen et al., 2007). Overall, the group’s focus pertained
specifically to academic achievement. Although, the interpersonal component of the
group was included to lessen the isolation felt by virtual school students (Sorenson, 2012)
and to facilitate the therapeutic factors of group including cohesiveness, universality, and
interpersonal learning.

As the groups were held virtually, specific attention was paid to engage members
in such an environment. For example, videos, music, Web 2.0 tools (e.g., Padlet), and
other interactive mediums were used to engage participants with the online group
process, as it has been noted the online group counselor’s job is to “shape the group” and
“set the tone” (Bellafiore, Colon, & Rosenberg, 2003, p. 211). Group sessions were
developed around techniques for working with at-risk students and geared toward typical
struggles that this population of students faces in public education (Brier, 2010; Coil,
2001). All stakeholders, including the administrators and school counselors from the
virtual school and the university instructor, agreed upon the final curriculum.

The weekly group session topics were as follows: (1) introductions, welcome, and
individual goal setting; (2) furthering goal setting and becoming aware of decision-
making process; (3) staying motivated to accomplish tasks; (4) understanding distractions
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and challenges with accomplishing goals; (5) understanding personality type; (6)
connecting personality type with goal accomplishment; (7) understanding choices and
how they are made; and (8) saying good-bye and termination. Each session started with a
“log on” activity for students to participate in while other members were joining the
group, an opening activity and processing, a main activity and processing, and a closing
discussion of the group.

Group Counseling Process

In the fall, the virtual high school compiled a list of all the students who were
considered “at-risk” for that academic year. The criteria for being considered “at-risk”
was that each student received at least two course grades of F during their previous
semester. At this time, these students were notified via e-mail that they were eligible to
participate in a counseling group geared toward supporting them academically and
personally for 8 weeks during the next semester. As incentive to participate, gift cards
and random homework passes were distributed at the close of the group sessions. If
interested, each student was required to get parental consent prior to the beginning of the
group. Students were assigned to one of the online groups.

The master’s-level group counselors received the relevant trainings from both the
university supervisor and the virtual high school counselors. The counselors also
collected the appropriate parent permission documents prior to beginning the group
sessions. Each counselor learned the relevant curriculum, was trained to lead online
groups, and was prepared to facilitate the online group process. As the internship
supervisor was the main collaborator in this project, the counselor trainees were able to
discuss their group facilitation in weekly group supervision just as any other internship
experience. In addition, each intern was assigned a supervising counselor from the virtual
high school.

Ten minutes before every session, the group counselor would log onto the
school’s learning management system in an assigned Blackboard Connect classroom. The
group counseling “room” was private, and only the group members were invited to join
that particular classroom within the virtual school. The group members would continue to
log into the classroom until the time group started. Chat and videoconference functions
were available for the group; however, students preferred the chat-only functions and the
group facilitators used the videoconference function. Therefore, a majority of group
communication was done in a chat-box between members. Group leaders sent emails
prior to the group to remind students of the scheduled session.

Group Session Qutline

As members logged in each week, they had a topic area for conversation to help
them begin engagement with the group. Topics included introductory questions where
members could divulge social and surface-level identifiers about themselves.
Additionally, as the group continued, members were instructed to share whether or not
they had achieved their small goal for that week that they set at the last group. Members
were encouraged to discuss positive and negative experiences with goal setting and
attainment.

After all members were logged-on, the group leader implemented the group plan
for that day. These plans were tailored to meet the overall goals and topics for the group
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process, which included goal setting, accomplishing goals, and personal motivation. The
leaders incorporated multimedia interventions and Web 2.0 tools throughout the group
sessions in order to utilize the digital environment of the group. Members were
encouraged to create Web 2.0 representations of their identity, their life timeline and
goals, etc. and share them with the group using live links. Members were instructed to
browse the Web and find music videos that represented a current struggle they were
dealing with or a song that motivated them to achieve goals. Additionally, members were
given online self-assessment tools (e.g., general personality type) to increase self-
reflection and dialogue about how personality traits can influence decision making, and
then share their results with the rest of the group via screen share. Overall, the group
plans were designed to capture and employ the unlimited access to resources that an
online, digital environment allows and support the students in developing and sharing a
personal identity through creative means.

To close the group, each member was encouraged to share one component of the
group that day that impacted them. Additionally, each member was instructed to share a
small goal for this week that they would work on outside of the group. At the end of the
group, the group leader sent out a link to the accountability measures. The current project
used two surveys for session-to-session data collection: 1) the Networked Minds Social
Presence Measure (Harms & Biocca, 2004); and 2) the Group Session Rating Scale
(Duncan & Miller, 2007).

Accountability Practices and Program Evaluation

The American School Counseling Association stresses accountability (ASCA,
2014b). School counselors will, “use data to show the impact of the school counseling
program on student achievement, attendance and behavior” (ASCA, 2014b). In
accordance with best practices, collaborations and interventions should utilize
accountability practices in order to collect data on the efficacy of the project.
Accountability markers and assessment tools can vary widely. A myriad of potential
assessment tools exist and each program should decide what is necessary or appropriate
for their collaboration project.

Discussion

This project represents a novel attempt at facilitating a collaborative, targeted
intervention for at-risk students in virtual schools. An additional component is the
experiential online group counseling training for master’s-level counseling students in a
real environment. Several studies have shown potential challenges of facilitating online
group counseling with master’s-level counseling students as group members and group
leaders (Holmes & Kozlowski, 2015; Kozlowski & Holmes, 2014). Currently, the
literature lacks an understanding about how online groups function with “real” clients and
in natural environments. This collaborative project met several needs: school counseling
master’s students received experiential training and supervision leading online groups for
high school students; and at-risk, virtual, high school students participated in an 8-week
educational and process counseling group geared toward academic success. As a pilot
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project, a wide range of information was collected to inform future collaborations and
group counseling interventions in virtual high schools.

Implications for Collaboration

As with any first-time collaboration, many lessons were learned during the
process. These lessons present several implications for counselor educators and
professional school counselors alike. The first curious development was the high school
students’ preference for chat-only communication. As discussed, the virtual school
classrooms had the capability for students to connect via videoconference (picture and
sound in real time) and/or chatting (text only in real time). No high school student
connected via videoconference in any of the groups, even though the group leaders were
logged into the virtual classroom using videoconferencing technology. This highlighted
the overwhelming preference of connecting with peers only via chat, even when the
counselor was modeling other behavior. The implications of this can only be speculated
on at this time, and more research should be done on this phenomenon.

A second lesson learned was the high attrition rate of high school students within
the groups. The literature on virtual high schools discusses dropout rates as a large area of
concern for general school completion rates (Dray et al., 2011). Interestingly, this same
concern trickled down to the group counseling environment. This inability to retain
students, even with the incentive of gift cards and homework passes, raises specific
implications for virtual school counselors regarding the recruitment and retention of
virtual students for group participation.

This particular experience highlighted the importance of a targeted intervention
plan to support students in successful outcomes. This group experience did not involve
parents other than the signing of a permission slip nor did the teachers get an update
about the group experience or goals of the group. A suggestion for future online groups is
to involve the teachers and the parents of the student members to mobilize a greater sense
of support. The authors speculate that by informing other stakeholders of student
participation, it may generate more positive support and engagement for the students
outside of the group experience. Open communication between the levels of support for
each student may increase overall participation and lessen the attrition rates both for the
group as well as in coursework and enrollment.

Another implication is the anecdotal information regarding the group counseling
leaders’ perceptions of the experience. The group counseling leaders expressed much
frustration with the process of virtual group counseling. Throughout the semester-long
supervision process, group leaders found it difficult to engage members in a meaningful
way throughout the group process. These leader experiences relate to prior knowledge of
online group counseling leaders and their frustrations with the inability to produce a
therapeutic dialogue and environment among members (Kozlowski & Holmes, 2014).

Much of the supervision surrounding the group experience revolved around ways
to try to engage group members, connect them interpersonally, and increase general
participation. Even with weekly supervision and discussion with other digital group
leaders, master’s-level students did not seem to move past the frustration and challenges
regarding engaging the group members in the process. This evidence is currently
anecdotal and more research should be done on the particular challenges that impede high
school student engagement in virtual group counseling.
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Conclusion

This collaboration model holds expansive positive implications for virtual schools
as well as the training of professional counselors. Over the course of the project, many
lessons were learned regarding the challenges of facilitating online counseling groups in a
virtual high school. This information is crucial for counselor education and school
counselors as virtual schools and online counseling continue to gain professional
momentum. Through increased partnerships, virtual school counselors and counselor
trainees can increase the support provided to at-risk virtual students as well as more fully
train future school counselors to meet the continually changing needs of the field.
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