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ABSTRACT
A significant amount of literature exists on student achievement, social emotional learning,
student mental health, and related student developmental needs. There are recommendations and
research about best practices and research around successful programs schools can utilize to address and
support student needs. However, the author found in her research that there is very little, if any, research
about how school districts organize and implement comprehensive systems to support these needs and
even less about why they should. The research questions explore student support services structures,
policies, processes and roles as they relate to supporting equitable student outcomes. The qualitative
study used semi-structured interviews with district level and building level student support services staff
in six Minnesota school districts differing in size and location.
The study’s findings identify themes common to the six school districts, themes unique to
specific school district bands and an unexpected theme. Themes common to all of the school district
bands are: equitable student outcomes, student support services structures, and school and community
partnerships. The unique themes emerging from the data in each school district band include: differences
in decision making; agency and community services available; and the ongoing evaluation of
consistency of services, processes, and practices in student support services. The unexpected theme
emerging from the data was the disconnect between general education intervention and the pre-referral
process for special education services and the connection to equitable student outcomes.
The findings from the study include a discussion of student support services in the shift to
distance learning as a result of COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020. Participants shared their
perspectives and experiences with distance learning and very early findings of the impact of distance
learning on equitable outcomes for the students of Minnesota were presented.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Problem of Practice
Students do not follow separate paths in their educational and social emotional journeys from
childhood to adulthood; rather, their paths of social, emotional, and academic growth are continually
intertwined. Furthermore, schools typically find themselves as the primary place where this journey
unfolds (Schlozman, 2003). Addressing the diverse educational needs of students to ensure school
success is a “pre-requisite to learning and achievement, not an add-on or extracurricular luxury” (Rossen
& Cowan, 2015, p.8).
In recent decades, student support services have been heavily influenced by legislation and
mandates put forth in federal, state, and local policy to respond to unthinkable school violence, life
threatening mental health concerns, bullying, unacceptable gaps in achievement, homelessness,
competing in the 21st century world, and a host of other concerns and needs (Gysbers, 2001; Rossen &
Cowan, 2015; Weist et al., 2003). The United States Department of Health and Human Services
estimated between 5 and 9% of all school-aged children are not learning or reaching their full academic
potential because of unaddressed emotional or behavioral barriers (Ballard et al., 2004). The Minnesota
data reported 9% of school aged children with a mental health problem interfering with functioning at
home and in school (Minnesota Department of Education, 2014). With ever increasing pressure on
schools to meet multiple and varied needs of students to support academic success, it is imperative
educational organizations have solid and systematic supports in place to respond when there are barriers
to academic achievement. To emphasize the urgency of this work, Kutash et al. (2006) offered roughly
three-fourths of all students who receive mental health services do so within the school setting.
Minnesota schools served 889,304 students through public education in the 2018-2019 school
year (Minnesota Department of Education, 2019). The data report the almost 900,000 students enrolled
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in Minnesota public schools are not all achieving at the same level and face challenges both in and
outside of school every day which impacts their learning. Students need to be able to access new skills,
academic support, and other more concentrated, specific interventions as needed through the school
system. In Minnesota, there are over 300,000 students eligible for free or reduced meals, over 8000
students experience homelessness, almost 150,000 students receive special education services, and
nearly 75,000 students are identified as English language learners (Minnesota Department of Education,
2019). These are all sub-groups within our student population who require and deserve an easily
accessed system of supports to advance their educational journey.
In the state of Minnesota, students of color are not achieving at the same level as white students
in the classroom (Minnesota Department of Education, 2019). There are strong indicators that the mental
health needs of students of color are being overlooked or misinterpreted, creating another barrier to
academic success. With a strong connection between socioeconomic status and mental health, students
who live in poverty are more likely to experience psychological distress than their peers who are not
living in poverty (Cokley et al., 2015). This is especially true in the state of Minnesota, where each year
roughly 70,000 children receive publicly-funded mental health services with Medical Assistance and
MinnesotaCare funding for children’s mental health services increasing from 38% to 61% (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2014).
Cumulative historic barriers mean a disproportionate number of students of color live-in lowincome situations which create a combination of barriers to accessing educational, social, emotional and
mental health intervention and support (Steen & Noguera, 2010). Given these realities for students of
color, it is especially important that school districts recognize the capacity of schools to “bridge school,
home, and neighborhood” (Duchnowski & Kutash, 2011, p. 323). Providing the needed supports for
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students and families can be done through system wide alignment of student support services offering
prevention and intervention programs and services.
In my research, I found a significant amount of literature exists on student achievement, socialemotional learning, student mental health, and related student developmental needs. There are
recommendations and research about best practices and research around successful programs schools
can utilize to address and support student needs. However, there is very little, if any, research about how
school districts organize and implement comprehensive systems to support these needs and even less
about why they should.
Coronavirus Pandemic
As my dissertation proposal was nearing completion, school as we know it in the state of
Minnesota and the United States changed dramatically and unexpectedly as a result of COVID-19,
coronavirus. The virus was responsible for a severe respiratory illness that began to spread throughout
the world, forcing the closure of schools in an attempt to minimize the virus’s impact. To date, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2020) has reported nearly six million confirmed
cases of the virus resulting in over 180,000 deaths in the United States. In Minnesota, schools were
closed, and students transitioned to distance learning as of March 18, 2020 as ordered by Governor Tim
Walz (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). On April 24th, the Governor extended distance
learning and the school closure through the end of the school year (Bierschbach, 2020).
As a result of the shift to distance learning, the delivery of student support services has changed
just as the delivery of curriculum and instruction has changed. The unexpected shift in delivery models
has exacerbated and highlighted the inequities in United States school systems. Verges (2020) noted,
“Minnesota’s transition to distance learning has left out tens of thousands of K-12 students and threatens
to expand the state’s already wide gaps in achievement.” The Minnesota Department of Education,
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school districts, professional organizations as well as the educators themselves are working tirelessly to
find ways to identify and quickly address the needs of students from a distance (American School
Counselor Association, 2020; Minnesota Department of Education, 2020; Minnesota Department of
Health, 2020; School Social Worker Association of America, 2020). Across the state, resources were
gathered on student academic support and mental health, as well as food insecurity, a lack of access to
internet and needed technology and were quickly made available to students and families.
However, anecdotal evidence reveals the alignment in student support services, or lack thereof, is
also becoming clear at this time in Minnesota school districts. John Dewey’s (Morgan, 2015) question of
“what works?” has an even greater sense of urgency given the uncertainty of Minnesota’s return to the
physical school setting. I believe the shift to distance learning in Minnesota has emphasized the need to
study the alignment of students support services in order to ensure equitable outcomes for the students of
Minnesota. I have introduced the topic of student support services and the significance of these services
in the educational journey of Minnesota’s K-12 public school students. In what follows, I will provide
an overview of the study and offer additional argumentation to support the urgency and importance of
the issue.
Study Purpose and Research Questions
Alignment in student support services in Minnesota is a topic that needs to be better understood.
Learning, behavior, and emotional supports in school are critical for student success (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2014). Balancing the needs of the students, families and other stakeholders
while meeting the requirements of legislation, policy, and other mandates is an area worth exploring as
“many of these psychosocial and health problems are first identified in school” (Minnesota Department
of Education, 2014, p. 17). How significant and varied student needs are currently being met, or not met,
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alongside the management of national, state, and local expectations within Minnesota school districts is
a first step in understanding student support services alignment.
The purpose of this dissertation was to identify strategies to maximize student support services
within select Minnesota school districts to increase equitable student outcomes. My hope is that my
findings can inform the work of school districts to ensure the effectiveness of student support services
delivery. In order to achieve the purpose of this study, I used the following three questions and subquestions to explore student support services structures, policies, processes and roles:
1) What consistency or inconsistency exists between district-level staff and building-level staff
in the understanding of student support services structures, policies, processes, and roles in
select Minnesota school districts?
2) How do district and building-level staff understand these districts’ various approaches to
communication, collaboration, and leadership as supporting or detracting from the
effectiveness of student support services?
2a): What do district- and building-level staff identify as the opportunities for or
limitations in seeking partnerships beyond the school district?
3) How do school districts evaluate the effectiveness of student support services in improving
(or contributing to the improvement of) equitable student outcomes?
3a): What do district- and building-level staff identify as possibilities for enhancing the
evaluation process? (What do they do and what could they do?)
A pragmatic epistemology based on the simplistic description from John Dewey which states,
“what works?” (Morgan, 2015) drove the study. Using a grounded theory tradition, in which the
researcher is working to explain a process (Creswell & Poth, 2018), alignment of student support
services within a school district was explored. Data collection and the analysis processes from the
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grounded theory approach helped me explore this complex issue and to present explanations and, I hope,
new insights that may be used for educational systems as they endeavor to make real change in how they
support students, families, and communities.
Significance of the Study and Overview of Previous Research
At this time in education, there are tremendous expectations for schools and how they serve their
students and families (Adelman & Taylor, 2000). This is especially true in the state of Minnesota, where
there are stark disparities in educational outcomes whereby students of color, homeless students,
students receiving free or reduced lunch, and students receiving special education services are not
achieving at the same level as their peers (Minnesota Department of Education, 2019). The
accountability movement highlights these disparities in achievement and holds schools accountable for
correcting these disparities. However, the emphasis on high-stakes testing and highly qualified teachers
has not, as of yet, been sufficient to eliminate gaps in achievement and other social, emotional, and
economic factors that hinder learning (Steen & Noguera, 2010).
Despite well-intentioned, meaningful, and sophisticated reform efforts that have been used to
combat the educational inequities students are facing, gaps in achievement persist (Steen & Noguera,
2010). The study of student support services alignment is timely as Minnesota school districts could
benefit from a structure in place to manage the expectations of their organizations as they address the
relationship between the academic challenges and factors related to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic
status. Local, state and national mandates, programs and legislation need to be managed along with the
unique needs of each individual school’s community of students, families, and staff.
From an equity perspective, every student and family would have access to support at school
reducing the barriers that can frequently keep families from getting needed services and interventions. It
is well established environmental and cultural factors profoundly impact academic performance and
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when basic needs are not met the true potential success of a student cannot be achieved (Steen &
Noguera, 2010). School-based student support services and specific mental health support offered at the
school site is emerging as a strategy to address students’ social-emotional needs (American Academy of
Pediatrics, 2004). Families who are under resourced experience a greater risk to physical and mental
health and are less likely to have a regular source of healthcare in which to address concerns which
affects their student’s ability to learn (Steen & Noguera, 2010). Accessing mental health services,
improving coordination of services, and implementing prevention and intervention strategies through the
school setting removes the barriers that can keep students from getting the specific supports they need.
It is common for schools to emphasize treatment over prevention because of a lack of resources
to treat all students who need such help, much less the resources to offer prevention programs to benefit
all students (Greenberg, et al., 2017). Greenberg et al. (2017), explained this reactive approach is more
costly financially and generally fails because of a lack of coordination, lack of collaboration, and
fragmented, isolated services. School-based interventions aimed at reducing incidence of mental health
problems promote positive behavior change in children and reduce the need for more intensive and
costly intervention later in the student’s school career (Becker & Luthar, 2002).
The review of literature includes a history of student support services and explores three areas of
research around student support services. The historical review creates a foundation for recognizing and
understanding how the field of student services emerged through history to the present. The first body of
literature explains the role and impact of student support services in the school setting including a
discussion of social and emotional learning, prevention and intervention, and responsive services. The
second body of literature explores the professionals who make up the field of student support services,
their training and licensure as well as the increasing trend of districts utilizing community agencies and
individuals to serve specific student needs in the educational community. The third body of literature
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draws on research in the field of student support services emphasizing structure, alignment and the
organizational benefits to utilizing alignment and structure in student support services. Finally, I explore
the convergence of the literature.
While the research significance of my study is important, I am perhaps even more hopeful for the
practical significance of this study in the field of student support services. The literature around this
topic is strong in showing the need for alignment (Moon et al., 2017; National Association of School
Psychologists, 2016; Oberle et al., 2016; O’Reilly et al., 2018) of student support services in the school
settings, but research with practical application of alignment is lacking. Creating sustainable structures
within an organization to systematically address student needs with trained school professionals who
provide prevention, intervention, and responsive services could have the potential to change how
students not only perform in school, but also how they feel about school (Durlak et al., 2011). This is not
an area where a “one size fits all” approach will work or where a program can be purchased and
implemented as school districts and school buildings have different needs within their student
population. My goal in this study is to provide school districts with rationale as to why and how aligned
student support services could provide practical processes and guidance to evaluate, organize, and
maintain alignment of student support services to increase equitable student outcomes.
Positionality
Growing up in a small town in North Dakota, the concept of Student Support Services was
unknown in my world. We had a school counselor serving grades K-12 whose primary responsibilities
included managing scholarships, answering college questions, and occasionally talking with students
about personal/social concerns. In college, studying to be a social studies teacher, I had the opportunity
to student teach in a larger school district with a more extensive network of student support services. I
observed the need for different types of support within the school setting. Learning more about the
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profession of school counseling, I decided this was an area I wanted to pursue. Earning a master’s
degree in school counseling from Kansas State University in Manhattan, Kansas gave me another
opportunity to experience the diversity of student needs that could exist within a school system and how
student support services professionals collaborated to meet the student needs. After completing my
master’s degree I was led to the school district where I currently work in Minnesota, the same school
district where I live and where my children go to school. I am heavily invested in the school system as
an employee, taxpayer, and parent.
In the time I have been employed in the school district, there have been tremendous changes in
the community, the school district, and in the high school where I work as a school counselor. Our
students come from more diverse backgrounds than ever before, we have the highest number of students
qualifying for free or reduced lunch than we ever have, and the number of students identified as
homeless grows each year. Technology has become an integral part of the classroom with textbooks a
rarity and most work submitted through online applications as opposed to paper. The number of students
requiring accommodations through section 504 accommodation plans has ballooned and the number of
students requiring support for academic and/or personal social needs (i.e., mental health) is tremendous.
Layered with increased academic expectations, legislation, mandates and local expectations of schools,
student support services staff are faced with complexities and challenges of this work on a daily basis.
Over the course of my time in the school district as a school counselor, I have had the
opportunity to serve at a district-level representing the perspective of school counselors. Serving as a
lead school counselor has provided me with a strong understanding of our school system, the multiple
perspectives represented, and has allowed me to build relationships across the district. I have also
observed how decisions can be made in isolation, in a time of reaction, or under pressure to respond to a
concern or specific need. These observations and experiences have led me to this study.
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There are two specific examples that define the “why” of my dissertation topic. First, a decision
by the school board to add one general education school social worker to each of the three
comprehensive high schools in my district. And second, the trend of community organizations and
district staff who are providing student support related services, yet are not trained, licensed or
specifically hired to serve in the role they have in working within the school setting with our students.
Adding social workers to the high schools was an excellent response to the increasing needs of
mental health and community connections. School social workers and school counselors complement
each other and overlap just enough that they understand the skill set each profession brings to the table.
It was an amazing opportunity for our district, but there was no advance collaboration or planning to
establish what role the social worker could or would play in the current support structures.
Community agencies and organizations can be tremendous resources for an educational
organization by addressing a need in the school through a specific expertise or offer a service that
provides a high-level of support for a small group of students. Staff members hired by the school district
to serve in a specific role may have an interest in expanding their role outside of their job duties with
positive intent. The reasons behind the decisions allowing community agencies and organizations to
have access to students within the school setting and permitting staff members to function outside of
their job descriptions are varied and well-intentioned. However, the havoc and potential liability brought
to the organization has outweighed any positive impact.
When community agencies or organizations and district staff are functioning outside of their role
or are creating an overlap in services through a lack of coordination, communication and collaboration
an environment of confusion, mistrust and isolation ensues (Weist et al., 2006). These events prompted
me to look into the policies and practices of the district related to student support services. I was
surprised to learn there were very few formal, recorded practices and policies and the ones that exist are
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very general. I began reaching out to other school districts, inquiring about their practices in the area of
student support services and found our district was not unique. While there are some flow charts for
specific buildings, I have yet to find a district that has a comprehensive student services support
structure aligned by profession and responsibilities.
This lack of coordination within student support services was especially surprising to me with
the ever increasing, ongoing mandates and legislation school districts are required to manage related to
student support services. In Minnesota, these expectations include: section 504 accommodation plans
and special education; homeless student support; World’s Best Workforce requirements; mental health
education and supports; addressing the racial disparities in academic achievement; and many other
specific areas of student support. It seems there is no organization, structure, or common understanding
of who is doing what and how it is getting done. The area of student support services and the professions
that make up student support services have grown and changed significantly over the course of their
existence. These changes along with pressures to respond to serious student needs have led to decisions
that are made quickly, in isolation, or by individuals who are not knowledgeable about student support
services or the staff who deliver these services. It is this area where I hope my work can have an impact.
Given all of the expectations of schools and specifically student support services, there has to be
an example of how school districts not only manage but also excel in the area of providing support
services to their stakeholders. This study is the start of my path to understanding the complexity of
aligning student support services structures in Minnesota school districts. My hope is to gain an
understanding of existing delivery models in Minnesota school districts and to understand how they are
created and maintained.
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The Study: Paradigm, Methods, Procedures, Findings, and Limitations
My qualitative research design used semi-structured, open-ended interviews with student support
services staff at both the district-level and building-level. The interviews are narratives of the
participants discussing the following: what consistency exists or does not exist between district-and
building-level staff and their understanding of student support services; what district approaches support
or detract from effectiveness of services; and how districts evaluate the effectiveness of student support
services. The semi-structured, open-ended interviews with district-level and building-level student
support staff were the primary form of instrumentation used to gather data for the research questions.
The topics of the interviews included three primary areas: specific roles and responsibilities of
student support staff, how responsibilities and duties are assigned to staff, and alignment and access to
services. Using qualitative methods helped me better understand what student support services
alignment currently exists in practice and what models of alignment could support other districts in this
work. The population for the study’s sample was district-level student support services staff and
building-level student support services staff in the state of Minnesota. My sampling strategy was
purposive with three groups represented: school districts with more than one high school; school
districts with one high school larger than 500 students; and school districts with one high school less
than 500 students. I over identified school districts that met these criteria to ensure a large enough
sample size. I used convenience sampling to ensure the appropriate population and sample size. I
provide detailed descriptions of each district’s size, population, setting, and student support services
structures as they relate to their selection for the study sample in Chapter Three. A preview of findings is
shared in what follows, but are discussed in depth in Chapter Four.
There were themes I expected to emerge from the study data, some common to all three of the
school district bands and others unique to specific bands. However, there was also an unexpected theme
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emerging from the study that influences the recommendations. The three themes identified through the
data, common to all three of the school district bands, were: equitable student outcomes, student support
services structures, and school and community partnerships. There were unique themes emerging from
each school district band’s data which range from decision making models, access to resources and the
role of student support services staff within the district. The final theme emerging from the data was
unexpected but has had a strong influence on the study recommendations. The disconnect between
general education intervention and the pre-referral process for special education services and the
connection to equitable student outcomes was a common theme across all school districts. Across the
bands the disconnect looks dramatically different, ranging from a lack of an outlined process to a lack of
vertical alignment with inconsistent staffing to confusion about the intervention and pre-referral process.
The findings from the study also include a discussion of student support services in the shift to distance
learning as a result of COVID-19 school closures in the spring of 2020. A discussion of study limitations
follows.
There are several limitations within this study. Specific research limitations will be discussed in
greater detail in Chapter Three; however, I will identify overarching limitations in what follows. First,
no research was found arguing against alignment of student support services at the time of completing
my dissertation, therefore there is no reference to dissenting research literature. This is a limitation in
addressing any specific gaps in the issue and does not offer the opportunity to provide different
perspectives on the topic. A second limitation of the study is the potential lack of generalizability based
on the findings within the sample population. Each Minnesota school district is unique and faces
different challenges and opportunities as a result.
Finally, I acknowledge my bias as a researcher in approaching this study. I see the positive
aspects of alignment and the significant challenges in a lack of alignment and how this impacts equitable
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student outcomes. Despite this perspective, I want to better understand how school districts manage
student support services and what type of alignment, or lack of alignment, exists. With this
understanding I hope to offer student support services alignment as a strategy to create equitable student
outcomes.
Definition of Terms
Equitable Student Outcomes
As part of the Every Student Succeeds Act, the Minnesota Department of Education uses the
following accountability indicators (outcomes) to ensure all students are successful in the school setting:
academic achievement; academic progress (elementary and middle schools); graduation rate (high
schools); progress toward English language proficiency; school quality/student success; attendance; and
career and college readiness (Minnesota Department of Education, 2018).
Student Support Services Staff
School counselors, licensed school psychologists, licensed school nurses, licensed school social
workers (Minnesota Department of Education, 2014).
Mental Health
A state of well-being in which the individual realizes their own abilities, can cope with the
normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution the
community (World Health Organization, 2004).
School Counselors
Educators with a minimum of a master's degree in school counseling. Qualified to address all
students’ academic, career and social/emotional development needs by designing, implementing and
evaluating a comprehensive school counseling program that supports student success (American School
Counselor Association, 2020).
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School Nurses
School nurses protect and promote student health, serve as a bridge between health care and
education, provide care coordination, advocate for student-centered care, and collaborate to design
systems that allow individuals and communities to develop their full potential (National Association of
School Nurses, 2017).
School Psychologists
Master’s level professionals trained in the science and practice of psychology with learners of
all ages and the schooling process. Providing a range of psychological diagnosis, assessment,
intervention, prevention, health promotion, and program development and evaluation services with a
special focus on the developmental processes of children and youth within the context of schools,
families and other systems (American Psychological Association, 2020).
School Social Workers
Provide services to students to enhance their emotional well-being and improve their academic
performance. They can be called on to help students, families, and teachers address problems such as
truancy, social withdrawal, overaggressive behaviors, rebelliousness, and the effects of special physical,
emotional, or economic problems. A minimum of a bachelor’s degree is required, but a state or district
can require a master’s degree (National Association of Social Workers, 2020).
Social and Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which children and adults
understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions (CASEL, 2020).
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Student Support Services
Charged with promoting student learning and success through by identifying student needs,
providing direct services, and providing referrals and resources for students and families (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2014).
Conclusion
In this chapter, I introduced the research topic of student support services alignment in
Minnesota Public Schools. Within this topic, I identified three research questions and sub-questions to
guide the study. In addition, I offered rationale to support the significance of the study. In the following
chapters, I address related research and describe methodology for the study. Finally, I present the
conclusions of the study and how the findings can be used to support the work of student support
services within individual school districts to increase equitable student outcomes. The next chapter of
the study reviews relevant literature to the topic. The history of student support services, the work of
student support services, professions in student support services, and how alignment of services within
student support services is beneficial for stakeholders and the larger educational organization are
discussed.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
In the following review of literature, I use a pragmatic epistemology based on the simplistic
description of pragmatism from John Dewey which states, “what works?” (Morgan, 2015) along with
data collection and analysis elements of the grounded theory tradition in which the researcher is working
to explain a process or phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Utilizing pragmatism and the data
collection and analysis strategies of the grounded theory tradition to understand what works, the
following review of literature includes a history of student support services and explores three areas of
research around student support services. The historical review begins in the late 1890s and creates a
foundation for recognizing and understanding how the field of student services emerged through history
to the present. The first body of literature explains the role and impact of student support services in the
school setting including a discussion of social and emotional learning and prevention, intervention and
responsive services. Literature highlights the positive connections and impact of student support services
on student academic achievement, mental health, and the long term impact these services produce into
adulthood.
The second body of literature explores the professionals who make up the field of student
support services, their training and licensure as well as the increasing trend of districts utilizing
community agencies and individuals to serve specific student needs in the educational community.
Within this body of literature, the liabilities and risks, as well as the advantages, to the larger educational
organization of using community agencies and organizations as supplemental services is explored. The
professions making up student support services staff are an important area of discussion. Ensuring
services by trained and licensed professionals who understand child and adolescent development in the
learning context is critical for all students and families (National Association of School Psychologists,
2016).
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The third body of literature draws on research in the field of student support services
emphasizing structure, alignment and the organizational benefits to utilizing alignment and structure in
student support services. Research discussing clear structures, processes, practices, and staffing through
the larger educational organization to provide consistent and accessible supports to students and their
families is outlined in this body of literature. Finally, I explore the convergence of the literature and
outline the direction for next steps.
History
Student supports to address barriers to learning are identified in research as early as the end of
the 19th century in the United States. The American Academy of Pediatrics Policy (n.d.) Statement on
School-Based Mental Health Services looks back to the 1890s as the start of mental health’s
“convoluted history of involvement” in the school setting (p. 1842). Throughout the 20th century, the
emphasis on school mental health has “waxed and waned” (Weist, et al., 2003, p. 70) with national
reforms starting the movement between the 1890s through the 1920s. During this era, the United States
responded to the challenges of rapid industrialization and urbanization which included a growing
number of children living in poverty and being used as sources of cheap labor. Through this movement
the nation began to recognize the need to address the needs of the underprivileged through an expansion
of social services programs, child labor laws and schools (Urban & Wagoner, 2013).
The end of World War I brought an economic upturn to the United States and schools benefitted
with steadier funding sources (Urban & Wagoner, 2015). Even with a population of families living in
poverty, schools had more resources to address student learning and social needs and school attendance
increased (Urban & Wagoner, 2015). The Depression Era and influence of World War II in the 1930s
and 1940s saw decreased activity of mental health movements in the schools even with a dramatic
increase in school enrollment. Property tax revenue declined significantly with the stock market crash of
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1929, pushing schools to function at the bare minimum or close. Schools in rural or impoverished areas
were especially challenged with many of these schools simply closing their doors. Schools able to
remain open were faced with educating students whose families were devastated by loss and poverty,
struggling to simply feed, house and clothe their children. Most impacted were students of color and
students in rural areas whose family incomes were already less than the more populated areas and were
further impacted by the depression (Connor & Bohan, 2014). Families had no money to contribute
financially to keeping local schools open and their children’s education stalled. However, these
challenges faced in schools during the Depression Era brought about a call to action to improve
education and to provide more access to educational opportunities and supports for students in the
United States regardless of family income (Urban & Wagoner, 2015).
The dawn of World War II brought growth to education at the primary, secondary and postsecondary levels (Gysbers, 2001). Access to college-level courses to support the nation’s war effort was
expanded as the need for professionals in medicine, education, engineering and other careers critical to
the war effort grew. At end of World War II, attention increased again to the learning and socialemotional needs of students in the United States. In the 1950s and 1960s, legislation brought a focus to
“life adjustment” (Conner & Bohan, 2014) charging schools with preparing and moving students toward
being independent adults.
At the same time, the United States was faced with pressure to compete with the Soviet Union’s
advancements in science and technology and the areas of math and science became the focus for
education (Urban & Wagonor, 2013). Federal funds were directed toward schools and educational
intervention to support student learning through the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) in 1958
(Conner & Bohan, 2014). The area of student support services was expanded with the passing of this act
emphasizing guidance, counseling, and intervention to support student achievement.
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The Education for All Handicapped Children Act passed in 1975, renamed the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990, made services like mental health supports for youth with
disabilities a requirement, increasing the presence of mental health services in the schools (Sullivan &
Castro-Villarreal, 2013). The 1980s and 1990s saw an increase in the attention given to addressing the
emotional and behavioral needs of students and the connection between school-based health services
began to grow. In this trend, school-based health centers began to be overwhelmed with mental health
referrals and the importance of collaboration between community mental health services and school
systems became critical in addressing student needs (Weist et al., 2003). The 2000s brought rapid
growth in programs and services designed to support students in the school setting with social-emotional
learning and mental health needs. Federal initiatives based on reports highlighting a mental health crisis
among the nation’s youth (Paternite, 2005) and the importance of school-based approaches in both
prevention and intervention created an increase in student support services in the school setting.
As the field of student support services developed, four regular education school support
professions have emerged as most prevalent: school social workers, school counselors, school
psychologists and school nurses (American School Counselor Association, 2019; National Association
of School Nurses, 2016; National Association of School Psychologists, 2016; School Social Worker
Association of American, n.d.). Several evolutions of these professions have taken place over the course
of their existence in response to changing needs and areas of concern within society. In what follows, I
explore these professions from their earliest functions to their current roles in the public-school setting.
Early Student Support Services
The profession of school social work originated in the early 1900s from the idea of the “visiting
teacher” whose purpose was to better understand the student as an individual in order to meet their
educational needs (School Social Work Association of America, n.d.). Achieved through visits to the
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student and family in their home setting, the visiting teacher learned about the child, parents, and their
living environment in order to understand and influence the learning of the student. As school districts
grew and student needs became more diverse and varied in degree, schools and/or districts began to
employ social workers to serve in the role of the visiting teacher (Franklin, 2005). Specifically, these
individuals were to be case managers for students requiring additional assistance in the school setting.
During the same time period, the school counseling profession expanded with the idea of
vocational guidance becoming a priority in the school setting. The expansion in the field of school
counseling was the result of a shift in the United States economy, educational systems and social climate
(Gysbers, 2001). Known as vocational guidance staff, these professionals were to help prepare students
for the workplace, connect students to their educational purpose, and to address social concerns with the
changes in child labor laws. By the 1920s, vocational guidance was shifting to educational guidance
which focused more on the intellectual growth of the individual (Gysbers, 2001) which embraced a more
clinical model, acknowledging mental health and personal counseling. The shift from primarily focusing
on the vocational options of the student to recognizing a more comprehensive approach to supporting
students in the school setting established a foundation for current student support services staff.
School nurses were also becoming part of the educational system in the early 1900s when New
York City hired a nurse specifically to work with schools in reducing absenteeism (National Association
of School Nurses, 2016). At the turn of the 20th century, New York City had an increasing immigrant
population living in conditions ideal for the spread of contagious diseases like impetigo and tuberculosis
(Urban & Wagoner, 2015). As a result of illnesses, children were sent home from school or stayed home
but were still in the same conditions that caused them to be ill. The charge of the school nurse was to
intervene with students and families addressing healthcare needs related to communicable diseases
(National Association of School Nurses, 2011). The success of the school nurse program in improving
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student attendance in the city’s schools led to the hiring of additional school nurses to work with
expanding student health needs. The 1920s and 1930s brought more definition to the school nurse
profession and a stronger focus on prevention of health problems through screenings, responding to
immediate health needs in the school, and making recommendations and referrals to address more
complex health problems (National Association of School Nurses, 2011).
During this same time frame, school psychology was emerging as a profession as special
education services became part of the public-school system with compulsory attendance requirements
(Fagen, 1990). Education for students with disabilities prior to the 1900s were primarily private and/or
residential with limited access and services varying greatly between states (Wright & Wright, 2020).
Students who had not previously attended school were now required to do so making learning
differences more prevalent and school psychologists were designated as the gatekeepers for services
(Fagen, 1990). The development of individual ability and achievement tests helped define the primary
role and function of early school psychologists. Achievement tests were used in differentiating between
students of ability levels and became the main tool used by psychologists in educational settings to
qualify and determine services for students.
Mid-Century Student Support Services
The next wave of change in student support services came in response to world and national
events that impacted the United States socially, economically and educationally (Gysbers, 2001). Global
conflicts, the Space Race, increasing advancements in automation and technology, and the Civil Rights
Movement brought new legislation, initiatives and support needs to the schools (Bishop & Jackson,
2015). Social issues like substance abuse, violence, mental health, and changing family structures began
to be more prevalent and influential in the lives of students. Economically, the globalization of industry
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forced change in the labor market which pushed schools to respond to change the preparation of the
future labor force (Urban & Wagoner, 2015).
In 1965, President Johnson declared war on poverty through advancing equal access to quality
education by passing the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965 (Bishop & Jackson, 2015).
Passed on the heels of the Civil Rights Act, the intention of this legislation was for it to be a vehicle to
provide access to quality education for all children, regardless of their socioeconomic status (Bishop &
Jackson, 2015). Educational guidance positions were now guidance counselor positions charged with
supporting all students through K-12 developmental program delivery in their academic growth, career
and college plans, and social/emotional needs (American School Counselors Association, n.d.). Passage
of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act in 1975 grew the school social worker profession as
their role with special needs students was now mandated by law (American School Social Worker
Association of America, n.d.). The number of school nurses and school psychologists also increased as a
result of the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. School nurses were charged with the
skilled care of the students considered medically dependent in the public schools (National Association
of School Nurses, 2011). Special education services were expanded to provide a “free and appropriate
public education” for all students, regardless of disability and school psychologists were at the center of
testing, qualification and placement of students requiring learning support (Fagen, 2011).
Present Day Student Support Services
In recent decades, “…societal changes as well as the shift from a manufacturing to an
information economy call for a new emphasis on learning how to manage stress, get along with others,
and work in groups” (Greenberg et al., 2017, p. 16). The roles of student support services professionals
have been heavily influenced by legislation and mandates put forth in policy to respond to unthinkable
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school violence, life threatening mental health concerns, trauma, bullying, homelessness, concerns for
our students and their ability to compete in the 21st century world, and the achievement gap.
In response to the increasing expectations of schools to support students in all areas of their lives,
many school districts have gone outside of their foundational staff of school social workers, school
counselors, school psychologists, and school nurses to bring in ancillary services (Ballard et al., 2004).
While providing limited community or agency organization services is well intentioned, there may be
insufficient levels of coordination, collaboration, or communication with school staff. School districts
are lending space to, and contracting with, private agencies and community organizations to provide
insurance-based services, but these professionals are not licensed educators, are not under the
jurisdiction of Professional Educator Licensing and Standards Board (PELSB), the Minnesota
Department of Education, or the district (Educator Policy Innovation Center, 2019, p. 9).
There are many dedicated community organizations and agencies in Minnesota designed to
support the state’s youth. Harnessing the collective power of student support services professionals and
community agencies and organizations can have a strong influence in the school setting. The Educator
Policy Innovation Center (EPIC), described community school models in Minnesota that have found a
way to “coordinate that patchwork of effort, while also ensuring our schools continuously monitor and
improve the ways they can support student learning” (Educator Policy Innovation Center, 2019, p. 24).
Linking community organizations and agencies to the school setting, while intended to reduce
barriers to access, can have the unintended result of additional inaccessibility if the services are
disconnected and fragmented within the larger school support infrastructure (Franklin, 2005). Successful
community school models intentionally identify and recruit partner organizations that “harness
strengths, address community needs, coordinate program and service delivery” (Educator Policy
Innovation Center, 2019, p. 7). Balancing the needs of the students, families and other stakeholders
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while meeting the requirements of legislation, policy, and other mandates with the inconsistencies of
services, staffing, and expectations is an ongoing challenge in student support services. In the next
section, I explore the role and impact of student support services in the school district and school
building setting.
Role and Impact of Student Support Services
Student support services systems and professions are intended to be an integral part of the
student and family school experience (American School Counselor Association, 2019; Ballard et al.,
2004; Becker & Luthar, 2002). The services provided build a foundation for prevention by teaching
skills, offering intervention for students and families when challenges arise, and serving as a resource
and calm presence in crisis response (Basham et al., 2000). Access to adequate staffing of schoolemployed mental health professionals is essential to the quality and effectiveness of these services
(National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Systems and professionals are specific to K-12
education, but the impact of student support services extends much further than the school setting. The
work of student support services professionals, for the purposes of this review, is divided into three
categories for discussion: prevention, intervention, and reaction.
Prevention
The convergence of prevention and student support services is social and emotional learning.
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2019) shares the
overarching idea that social-emotional learning (SEL) is designed to be applied as a framework to align
and coordinate the programs and expectations placed on the schools to support student success. Jones
and Doolittle (2017) asserted, “at its core, SEL involves children’s ability to learn about and manage
their own emotions and interactions in ways that benefit themselves and others and that help children
and youth success in schooling, the workplace, relationships, and citizenship” (p. 4). Social-emotional
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learning (SEL) brings the focus from reactive responses to preventative and purposeful teaching of skills
and strategies.
The recognition of the critical role that student support services plays in developing the social
and emotional skills and strategies that support student academic achievement has been consistently
grounded in research (Brackett & Divecha, 2020; Dwyer, 2002; Greenberg et al., 2017; Jacobson et al.,
2011; Oberle et al., 2016). Jacobson et al. (2011) stated “students learn best when their physical, mental,
emotional and other needs are met, but schools rarely have the time and resources available to meet
those needs” (p. 18). When these needs are not met, students are at risk academically, socially, and
personally. Decreased academic success, higher risk of health issues, delayed social and emotional
development, and lower rate of graduating from high school are outcomes of the unmet student needs
(Moon et al., 2017). Sheras and Bradshaw (2016) warned efforts to raise academic standards without
considering and supporting the physical, social/emotional, and instructional needs of students is not only
unsuccessful, but destructive. The serious needs of students in the areas of social-emotional learning,
mental health, and a variety of other significant areas means student support professionals are critical in
the school setting. Just as highly qualified teachers and academic standards are in place to support
classroom academic learning, the professionals trained to work with the barriers to learning need to be in
place with the same level of consideration and planning (Rossen & Cowan, 2013). The role student
support services professionals serve in student achievement is critical and cannot be seen as an “add on”
or ancillary service in the educational setting (Sheras & Bradshaw, 2016).
Protective factors developed by students who have access to social emotional instruction and
support from school-based student support professionals are an important area of consideration in the
discussion of student support services and social-emotional learning. The “prevention paradox” states
preventative measures on a large scale bring large benefits to the larger community (Greenberg et al.,
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2017, p. 14). In public health, examples could include screening questions for heart disease or
mandatory seatbelt laws. In education, supportive relationships and the interpersonal skills a child can
develop, like self-regulating their emotions, can be a buffer to the impact of adverse experiences a
student may be faced with during their lifetime (Murphey & Sacks, 2019). Quality SEL instruction also
provides students with opportunities to contribute to their class, school, and community and experience
the satisfaction, sense of belonging, and motivation that comes from this involvement. Additionally,
teaching SEL skills promotes student SEL development by establishing safe, caring learning
environments, improved classroom management and teaching practices, and community building
activities. Students have access to personal and environmental resources, so they feel valued, experience
greater intrinsic motivation to achieve, and develop a set of SEL competencies that lead to stronger
academic performance, behaviors that promote a healthy lifestyle, and instill a sense of community
involvement and citizenship (Durlak et al., 2011).
Further rationale for investing in and supporting social and emotional skill building in
prevention, intervention, and responsive services for students is the positive impact on long-term
measures reaching far past graduation (Crowley et al., 2015; Greenberg et al., 2017). Inadequate levels
of social and emotional functioning are increasingly recognized as central to many public health
problems like substance abuse, obesity, violence, and other social and personal health challenges
(Greenberg et al., 2017). Just as researchers study how academic achievement in a population can lift
groups out of poverty, public health scientists study how these noncognitive factors affect health and
wellness across domains (Jones et al., 2015). Students with greater social-emotional competencies are
more likely to be ready for college, succeed in their careers, be engaged citizens in their communities,
have positive relationships, and stronger mental and physical health than their peers (Greenberg et al.,
2017).
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The expectation that schools will be the primary support for students in developing the socialemotional skills and strategies that lead to academic success is commonplace (Greenberg et al., 2017).
Parents, educators, and society-at-large have long agreed young people graduating from high school
should have core academic competencies and be independent, socially skilled, well-rounded young
citizens ready navigate their personal and professional lives (Oberle et al., 2016). In light of these
expectations, schools need ways to identify, organize, deliver, and measure how their students will
acquire and demonstrate these skills.
Intervention
Access to mental health services and supports in schools is vital to improving the physical and
psychological safety of students and schools, as well as academic performance and problem-solving
skills (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). The Center for Disease Control reported
almost 10% of school aged children have limited ability to perform academic tasks appropriate for their
age group due to mental or emotional problems (Joe et al., 2009). Given the onset of major mental
illness can occur as early as 7-11 years old and roughly half of all lifetime mental health disorders start
by the time a child is in their mid-teens (Swick & Powers, 2018), it is critical to provide early
intervention to children and adolescents. Appropriate mental health intervention encompasses social,
emotional, and behavioral health as well as the ability to cope with emerging challenges (National
Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Intervention can be universal (education for the larger
student body around specific skills and topics) or targeted (designed for students who are at risk or
exhibit a need in a specific skill area) with additional supports put in place as needed for students and
families (Swick & Powers, 2018).
Interventions have strong and lasting effects by emphasizing healthy skills for all students which
has the power to change the norms, skills, and attitudes of an entire population (Greenberg et al., 2017).
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The same researchers asserted the larger state of public health is also influenced by the social-emotional
skills and interventions offered through the school setting. There is significant evidence the mastery of
the most basic social-emotional skills like self-discipline, getting along with others, and self-regulation
can predict future success not only in school, but also in the workplace more effectively than
intelligence quotient (IQ) or test scores (Jones et al., 2015). Schools are an ideal setting for prevention
and intervention as school psychologists, school counselors, school social workers, and school nurses
know the students, parents, and other staff (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). The
link between prevention and intervention is key (Dwyer, 2002). When a student struggles with learning,
school professionals are able to respond quickly to determine barriers to the student’s success. Barriers
to success could be related to mental health, learning, academic skills, personal and family challenges or
any other number of variables of the student’s life. Regardless of the cause, student support services
professionals initiate interventions that include communication with teachers and family, gathering and
reviewing related student data, then creating plans and strategies to assist the student (Niforos, 2016).
Unfortunately, estimates of up to 60% of students do not receive support and intervention due to
stigma and lack of access to services, but of those who do get help, nearly two-thirds do so through their
school (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Providing school intervention removes
barriers of cost, transportation, and time for families by allowing easily accessed support in the school
setting (Swick & Powers, 2018). The importance of students and families having access to support
services in the school setting is especially true in rural areas where schools may be the only source of
mental health services in the community (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016).
Reaction
It is not a question of if, but rather when a school will be required to respond to a crisis
(Sandoval, 2013). It is impossible to prevent or even predict natural disasters, life threatening illness,
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accidents, or other types of crisis that could impact the school community. School crisis is unique
because of a school's social structure and sense of community which can feel chaotic, unsafe, or unstable
in a crisis situation (Allen et al., 2002). School mental health supports that encompass social-emotional
learning, mental wellness, resilience, and positive connections between students and adults are essential
to creating a school culture in which students feel safe and empowered to report safety concerns, which
is proven to be among the most effective school safety strategies (National Association of School
Psychologists, 2016). School-based student services support professionals provide direct and indirect
services for students including counseling, school-based interventions, community and agency referrals
as well as coordinating and collaborating with other mental health professionals to support students in
times of crisis (Rossen & Cowan 2019).
A crisis may impact an individual, a small group within the school, or the entire school
community and requires an understanding of different, developmental responses to the situation.
Because of their school specific training school counselors, psychologists, and social workers are
essential in the development, implementation, and evaluation of crisis teams and plans (Basham et al,
2000). Advanced planning helps to ensure each school specific staff member knows what their role is
and what they are expected to do in a crisis so services are in place quickly for the school community
(Sandoval, 2013). In the aftermath of a crisis, school-employed mental health professionals provide
supports that facilitate a return to normalcy, are sustainable, and can help to identify and work with
students with more intense or ongoing needs (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). In
the next section, I explain the specific professions that most frequently make up the student support
services staff in Minnesota school districts.
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Student Support Service Professionals
School counselors, school psychologists, school nurses, and school social workers are the
primary professionals who make up student support services in Minnesota schools (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2014). They are specially trained in the unique functions of the school system,
learning, and how students’ behavior and mental health impacts a student’s success in school (National
Association of School Psychologists, 2016). The American Academy of Pediatrics (2004), anchored this
assertion stating preventative strategies are most successful when coordinated with school-based
professionals who have a strong understanding of the school setting. The disciplines of school social
work, school counseling and school psychology have formal training on common child mental health
issues as well as how to provide general support and specific interventions (Swick & Powers, 2018). At
the building-level, the roles of student service support staff should be clearly defined allowing students,
families, and staff to access and the appropriate services for their specific need.
Student support services professionals are specifically educated for the school setting to provide
prevention, intervention and responsive services for students at all developmental levels (Adelman &
Taylor, 2000; Rossen & Cowan, 2014; Swick & Powers, 2018). Areas of expertise for these
professionals include, but are not limited to: education law, curriculum and instruction, classroom and
behavior management, individual and group counseling, learning disabilities, school safety and crisis
response, effective discipline, cultural competence, and consultation with educators, families and
community providers (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Student support services
professionals are trained to pay attention to both the internal and external factors that affect the
achievement of students and have expertise in collecting, analyzing, interpreting and applying data to
respond. Student services support professionals bring an understanding of the school system, classroom
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dynamics, teachers, and the factors that influence student behavior in the school context (Rossen &
Cowan, 2015).
Given the opportunity to work together to coordinate and collaborate, the range of services
available to students and families is expanded in number and variety. School-based professionals like
school counselors, school social workers, school psychologists and school nurses coordinate services
and align approaches to support skills and behaviors (Greenberg et al., 2017). Each profession offers
unique, individual skills that complement each other in a way that “the sum is greater than its parts”
(American School Counselors Association, 2019). Swick and Powers (2018) stated, “…school staff
provide direct and indirect services to students, families, and school personnel to promote students’
academic and social success” (p. 133).
Research-based practice in this area is a tiered response structure delivered by school employed
mental health professionals who are trained and licensed to be the school support staff (Jones &
Bouffard, 2012). Promoting mental wellness for all students, identifying and addressing problems before
they escalate or become chronic, and providing intensive, data-driven services for individual students as
needed is the goal of student support services professionals (National Association of School
Psychologists, 2016). In the next section I explore the research related to student support services
systems and structures.
Student Support Services System and Structure
Research recommends student support structures include a coordinated, collaborative framework
for services that support and teach all students with more intensive and targeted services to address
greater individual student needs (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016; Oberle et al.,
2016; O’Reilly et al., 2018). Moon et al., (2017) asserted, “successful mental health promotion efforts in
schools necessitate multi-sector efforts and interdisciplinary collaboration that require skillful
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management and effective leadership at the school and district levels” (p. 385). Most schools use
restrictive models of intervention, isolating external factors that impact learning in individual cases and
providing a specific service to address singular needs which is proving to be short-sighted and largely
unsuccessful (Steen & Noguera, 2010). The potential that exists within the school setting to collectively
and systematically address the mental health needs of students that interfere with academic achievement
is immense (Sulkowski & Michael, 2014). Systematic structures, processes, practices, and staffing to
support intervention for students and families has to be a priority for educational organizations to
support achievement (Dufour & Marzano, 2011).
Schools have an important role to play in raising healthy children by fostering not only their
cognitive development but also their social and emotional development (Oberle et al., 2016). Yet
schools have limited resources to address all of these areas and are experiencing intense pressures to
enhance academic performance (Moon et al., 2017). Given time constraints and competing demands,
educators must prioritize and effectively implement evidence-based approaches that produce multiple
benefits (Durlak et al., 2011). Successful student supports are most effective when they are implemented
with a focus on quality and sustained when aligned with district priorities and supported by principals,
district administrators, school boards, and teacher unions (Greenberg et al., 2017).
Alignment starts with the leadership of the organization. Wahlstrom and York-Barr (2011)
stated, “a clear delineation of structures and expectations enables the distribution of responsibility to
become a road map for staying on course together” (p. 25). When stakeholders have to navigate politics
and inconsistencies as a result of a lack of aligned services there is confusion and frustration (Lencioni,
2012). Student support structures within the school setting have the most success when the structures are
coordinated and aligned with the appropriate professionals in place to provide the needed services
(Ballard et al., 2014; Dwyer, 2002; Rossen & Cowan, 2019; Sulkowski & Michael, 2014; Swick &
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Powers, 2018). Services provided as part of the school structure are designed to be appropriate to the
learning context with partnerships coordinated by school-employed mental health professionals, defined
by clear guidelines and expectations to create seamless and comprehensive services for students and
families (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). In addition, providing coordinated,
aligned student support services in the school setting gives historically underserved or hard to reach
populations like students in rural areas, students in low-socioeconomic settings, or students of racial or
ethnic minority access to services they may not otherwise be able to utilize (Moon et al., 2017).
Alignment of services not only reduces gaps, redundancy, and conflict, but it also reduces stress
on families and supports their roles as primary caregivers and decision-makers regarding their child’s
development (National Association of School Psychologists, 2016). Eppler and Weir (2009) concisely
reminded, “An effective comprehensive school counseling program sees students, their families, and the
schools as connected systems” (p. 502). Clear, consistent, collaborative student support structures and
processes are not only shown to be the best research-based practices of student support, but also best for
the organization as a whole. School-based interventions which are aimed at reducing mental health
problems are known to promote positive behavior change in children and reduce the need for more
intensive, costly intervention (Becker & Luthar, 2002). Unfortunately, it is common for educational
organizations to emphasize treatment over prevention because many schools lack the resources to
effectively treat all those who need such help, let alone the resources to offer prevention programs
(Greenberg et al., 2017).
Another important consideration for school districts is the potential financial benefit student
services support alignment could bring to the organization. An investment in social-emotional learning
and student support services staff has been found to be an overwhelmingly solid financial investment
(Belfield et al., 2015; Brackett & Divecha, 2020; Dwyer, 2002). In a cost-benefit analysis study from

35
Columbia University, researchers found for every dollar spent on prevention, like social-emotional
learning and general school specific support staff, $11 were saved (Belfield et al., 2015). The
commonplace reactive approach as opposed to the prevention-based approach emphasizing skill
building is backwards, more costly financially, and ineffective. Quick fix approaches continue to fail
because of their lack of coordination, lack of collaboration, and fragmented, isolated services (Adelman
& Taylor, 2000). Research supports the investment made in a structured, team approach to student
services driven by school-based professionals as a more cost-effective option than more common
reactive, fractured services.
Structure and alignment of student support services is not limited to a research-based practice in
educational organizations. Business, healthcare, and other industries extol the power and necessity of
having practices and processes and appropriately trained staff in place to support the success of the
organization (Lencioni, 2012). Lencioni (2012) advised “alignment is about creating so much clarity that
there is as little room as possible for confusion, disorder, and infighting to set in” (p. 73). However, the
reality is schools are under great pressure to quickly address and respond to the increasing and varied
needs of students (Adelman & Taylor, 2000). Additional supports from outside of the school system can
have positive intent and can potentially provide a needed service within the school setting, but also
present challenges within the school setting (Weist et al., 2006). Moon et al. (2017) supported the idea
that, “…maximizing indigenous resources will likely contribute to greater access to and the
sustainability of mental health programs and interventions in school settings” (p. 385). Existing student
support services staff like school counselors and school social workers are able to capitalize on their
experience, facilities, communications networks, established relationships, and knowledge of the day-today workings of the school system to quickly respond to needs of the students individually and
collectively. When services are lacking or inadequate, schools are disadvantaged in their ability to
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address trauma, mental health, academic interventions, and other individual student, school, and
community needs (Weist et al., 2003). In this scenario, student support services professionals are not
providing needed prevention and intervention services, they are “putting out fires” (Rossen & Cowan,
2015, p. 12).
Having consistent student support services staff who work together as a team who are
accountable, committed and loyal only to the school system and students they serve is a much stronger
asset to a school district than add-on or short-term services (Adelman & Taylor, 2000). The differences
in how staff members representing community agencies or organizations approach their role in the
school setting can lead to “a fractured and inefficient system of supports for students” (Cappella et al.,
2011, p. 503). Positions are often part-time or split between multiple buildings which makes them more
vulnerable to high turnover, short- term stays for the individuals who serve in these roles. Challenges of
this nature create inconsistencies and breakdowns in relationships, communication, and productivity
(Finnigan & Daly, 2017). The financial costs and social costs, like disrupted routines and instability of
services, are consequences not always considered in the decisions to add services from community
agencies and organizations.
A reactive response by a school system is the opposite of what is advised through research, a
preventative, developmental program that addresses the social, emotional and educational needs of each
student (Jones & Dolittle, 2017). Skills cannot be developed in fragmented, short-term ways.
Intentionally connected skills and consistent efforts paired with alignment and collaboration (Jones &
Bouffard, 2012) among school-based professionals positively impacts student outcomes. At the
minimum, isolated, limited services are not set up to be sustainable or consistent in the school setting.
More significantly, these services can be detrimental and potentially present a liability to the system by
creating territorial competitions and duplicated roles among school staff and mental health professionals
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which interfere with the needed collaboration to support student needs (Moon et al., 2017). Successful
collaborations between schools and community agencies and organizations have similar practices and
processes. Collaboration is a priority within a setting of mutual respect for each professional’s role and
responsibilities and there is consistency of purpose, policy, and practice (Weist et al., 2006; Fullan &
Quinn, 2016).
Connecting school and community resources is a good idea (Doll & Cummings, 2008; Weist et
al., 2006). But when school systems do not take the time to consider how additional programs, staff, and
services fit in to their current student services structure, they lose an opportunity to purposefully enhance
and expand their services to students and families (Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Jones & Dolittle, 2017;
Rossen & Cowan, 2015). Too often, the impact of even small gaps of misalignment in organizational
systems are underestimated in the degree of damage that can be done (Lencioni, 2012). Fullan and
Quinn (2016) referred to this concept as fragmentation, when the goals are the right ones, but the ideas
are not connected by the users in a way that help them reach the goals. The ideas “are seen as discrete
demands with little or no connection to each other or their daily work with too many directions and a
lock of coherent sense of how they connect results in paralysis and frustration” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016,
p. 20).
Services should not be added simply to offer more help, or to take advantage of a low or no-cost
offer from an agency or organization that is too tempting to refuse (Adelman & Taylor, 2005).
Fragmentation is costly and works against the goals of an organized system of professionals providing
services to support strong outcomes (Adelman & Taylor, 2000; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Agencies and
organizations should supplement or enhance existing services or serve an unmet need in the current
systems of support within student support services structures. When the focus is coordinating
community services and co-locating them at schools as opposed to “braiding resources and integrating
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the services with the ongoing efforts of school staff” (Adelman & Taylor, 2005, p. 280) there is a missed
opportunity. Successful organizations recognize structure and strategy is not enough if policies and
practices are not “informed by the knowledge, skills, and experiences of educators from all levels of the
system” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 15).
Convergence and Gaps in Literature
In 2013, the Minnesota legislature directed the Commissioner of Education, through statute, to,
“develop and submit recommendations for providing access to licensed student support services”
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2014, p. 4). Based on this charge, the commissioner created a task
force to better understand the current access to services, funding, and the best practices associated with
student support services. Student support services professionals were defined as school counselors,
licensed school psychologists, licensed school nurses, licensed school social workers, and licensed
chemical health counselors within the statute. Specifically identifying these professions aligned the state
definition with federal legislation found in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESSA) and the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
Based on Minnesota Statute Chapter 116, Article 3, Section 34, recommendations were required
to reflect the following:
(1) the extent to which students need academic, career, physical, emotional, social, and earlyonset mental health services to ensure educational achievement, safety and enhancement of
student's physical, emotional, and social well-being;
(2) the extent to which such services or teams do not exist, are incomplete or inadequate given
the number of students with unmet psychological, social, and health needs that interfere with
learning;
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(3) existing funding streams and opportunities for additional funds to improve students' access to
needed licensed student support services; and
(4) caseloads and best practices when working to improve access to needed licensed student
support services.
The task force concluded the following, “children and youth in Minnesota schools lack access to the
supports and services provided by the licensed professional student support services personnel”
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2014, p. 6). Recommendations from the task force directed
Minnesota K-12 schools to conduct an assessment of student needs, identify barriers interfering with
school success, then determine staffing that meets the need, allocating adequate resources to provide
supports. In addition, districts will measure outcomes and evaluate the impact of student support
services on academic and social-emotional outcomes (Minnesota Department of Education, 2014).
With the literature emphasizing the importance of organized systems in the area of student
support services along with the specifics outlined in the Minnesota Student Support Services Task Force
Study, it is puzzling to me why more Minnesota school districts do not have processes in place to
support alignment of these services. Durlak et al. (2011) declared, “there is a wide gap between research
and practice in school-based prevention and promotion…” (p. 420). Why does this gap exist between
research and practice in the state of Minnesota? And more importantly, how do school districts narrow
this gap and align their student support services for the benefit of their stakeholders and the organization
at large? This is a gap in the research I seek to understand through my study.
Next Steps
The review of literature addressed the history of student support services and three bodies of
literature focused on the importance of aligning student support services structures. The role of student
support services in the school setting, the professionals of student support services, and student support
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services systems and structures were explored using the guiding question from John Dewey, “what
works?” (Morgan, 2015). An extensive body of literature supports the alignment of student support
services in order to efficiently and effectively provide services and supports to students and their
families throughout their educational experience. In this review, I was unable to find literature arguing
against the alignment of services in student support services. The next chapter of my study addresses the
methodological approach I used to understand student support services alignment in Minnesota.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
The previous chapters explored and developed the topic of alignment of student support services
structures in Minnesota K-12 public schools. I presented a review of literature using the lens of
pragmatic epistemology based on John Dewey’s defining question of, “what works?” (Morgan, 2015)
and elements of grounded theory methodology to explain a process or phenomenon (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Using qualitative research methods allows the researcher to examine the “breadth and depth of
phenomena” (Johnson & Christensen, 2008) by focusing on the study as a whole, not specific defining
variables. The literature review offered a history of student support services, an overview of the role and
impact of student support services in the school setting, a discussion of the professions that make up the
field of student support services, and finally, research emphasizing structure, alignment and the
organizational benefits to utilizing alignment and structure in student support services. In this chapter,
research methodology will be presented to support the purpose of my study.
I used a qualitative research methodology to guide my study on student support services
alignment. The purpose of my research was to identify strategies to maximize student support services
within select Minnesota school districts to increase equitable student outcomes. In order to achieve the
purpose of this study, I used the following three questions and sub-questions to explore student support
services structures, policies, processes and roles:
1) What consistency or inconsistency exists between district level staff and building level staff
in the understanding of student support services structures, policies, processes, and roles in
select Minnesota school districts?
2) How do district and building level staff understand these districts’ various approaches to
communication, collaboration, and leadership as supporting or detracting from the
effectiveness of student support services?

42
2a): What do district and building level staff identify as the opportunities for or
limitations in seeking partnerships beyond the school district?
3) How do school districts evaluate the effectiveness of student support services in improving (or
contributing to the improvement of) equitable student outcomes?
3a): What do district and building level staff identify as possibilities for enhancing the
evaluation process? (What do they do and what could they do?)
My qualitative research design used semi-structured, open-ended interviews with student support
services staff at both the district-level and building-level. The interviews were intended to draw out the
narratives of the participants and to identify various artifacts to help me understand the effectiveness of
student support services delivery in the school district. In what follows, I include an in-depth description
of how the research questions have been addressed, the research design, participants of the study, ethical
responsibilities as a researcher, and a discussion of study limitations.
Research Design
Through this study I examined school districts for aligned student support services to understand
how structure influences practices, processes and policies within a school district. I am grounded in a
pragmatic epistemology based on the simplistic description of pragmatism from John Dewey which
stated, “what works?” (Morgan, 2015). While my goal was not to develop a theory, I used the deductive
and inductive elements of a grounded theory approach in data collection and analysis (Galman, 2016). I
sought to explain process, action and interaction with a topic or phenomenon: the alignment of student
support services structures in Minnesota school districts. I believe using the systematic data collection
and analysis methods of a grounded theory approach to guide my research design provided an
appropriate framework for my study.
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In my research design, I used semi-structured, open-ended interviews with student support
services staff at both the building and district level. In addition, artifacts supporting practices, processes
and/or alignment were used as available in the participating districts. Document analysis, used in
combination with qualitative research methods, like semi-structured, open-ended interviews, can serve
as a means of triangulation (Bowen, 2009). Artifacts of this nature assisted in uncovering meaning,
developing understanding, and discovering insights relevant to the answering of the study’s research
questions (Bowen, 2009).
The major strength of using a qualitative research design and semi-structured, open-ended
interviews is this method allowed for the gathering of multiple perspectives, with participants able to
fully express their views and experiences related to the research questions (Fraenkel et al., 2019). The
intention of using this method was to create the conditions for gathering rich data from which themes
and patterns emerged. Gathering perspectives through semi-structured, open-ended interviews from
student support services staff across the state of Minnesota with different sizes of student population and
configurations of school districts, staff shared experiences in a somewhat structured, but not dictated
manner. This style of interview was structured in the wording of the questions, but are also worded in a
manner that encouraged participants to share as much information as they chose and allowed for followup questions (Turner, 2010). These methods were intended to build greater understandings of what
currently exists in Minnesota public schools in student support services alignment. With this knowledge,
I am able to offer practical insights for other school districts that will support equitable student
outcomes.
Participants
My study took place with Minnesota public school student support services staff at both district
and individual school building settings. Using qualitative research methods to understand and interpret a
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phenomenon encourages using a small participant sample, purposely selected because of their
connection to the specific phenomenon being studied (Fraenkel et al., 2019). The sampling is
considered purposeful as it was drawn from district-level student support services staff and buildinglevel student support services staff in selected school districts in the state of Minnesota. In the 20182019 school year, the state of Minnesota had 2,064 public schools making up 327 school districts
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). The number of student support services professionals
serving Minnesota school districts is found in Minnesota Professional Educator Licensing and Standards
Board (PELSB) data. For the 2018-2019 school year, there were 614 school nurses, 814 school
psychologists, 1292 school social workers, and 1412 school counselors reported as having assignments
within Minnesota school districts, some with more than one district assignment.
My sampling strategy was to select six Minnesota public school districts, two within each set of
the following criteria: school districts with more than one high school; school districts with one high
school larger than 500 students; and school districts with one high school less than 500 students. I
employed theoretical sampling to select participants who maximized the potential to discover as many
dimensions and conditions related to the phenomenon as possible (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Within each
school district, with the exception of one, there was a point person for my study who helped me identify
the appropriate student support services district- and building-level staff and made initial connections to
the individuals on my behalf. In the district, where there was no point person identified, I used an online
district list of staff, determined who was part of the student services staff and invited them to participate
in the study through an email. If the initial response number was sufficiently representative of the
district’s student support services staff, I proceeded with the sample group. If the sample number was
not sufficient to represent the district, I made a second contact with the staff members through email,
then utilized snowball sampling to bring additional participants to the study to better represent the
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school district. Snowball sampling is a form of convenience sampling in which current study subjects
identify and help recruit additional participants within the target population for the study (Naderifar et
al., 2017). Even though snowball sampling was utilized as a secondary means of identifying
participants, it was a strong sampling method in which subjects with the “unique types of knowledge”
needed for the study were identified efficiently (Noy, 2008, p. 331). Using these sampling strategies also
allowed the flexibility to show each school district’s unique student support services structures and to
ensure multiple perspectives were represented.
I believe through these “bands” of school districts I have a sample that represents different
regions of the state as well as different community settings (i.e., urban, suburban, rural). Using grounded
theory methods in data collection and analysis, sampling was planned, but also allowed for flexibility
based on the evolving relevance (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Sampling with a grounded theory
methodological approach also meant sampling until saturation was reached for each category identified
through coding and analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1998) explained there are three ways saturation is
evaluated:
1) No new or relevant data emerges within a category
2) Category development is strong with all variation and process elements addressed
3) Relationships between categories are strongly established and validated
I have chosen to sample in this manner in order to understand the alignment of student services within a
variety of school districts as well as the perspectives of both the district-level staff and the building-level
staff. In addition, in order to truly address this problem of practice in Minnesota public schools, I
gathered data from regionally diverse school districts which represented the perspectives of different
economic, social, racial, ethnic, and geographic influences in school systems. Funding, community
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resources and student needs varied dramatically between districts and regions of the state, given these
variables, which in turn impacts how student support services are delivered and aligned.
The identified school districts range from a rural district with less than 100 K-12 students to one
of the largest school districts in the state with more than 30,000 students. In what follows, I will describe
the criteria for each school district band, the characteristics of each school district in each band, and their
current student support structures. Band One is made up of school districts with more than one high
school and is the band with the largest student populations of the current study. The two districts were
identified for inclusion in my study as District A and District B.
District A serves more than 10 communities within their district boundaries and is considered a
suburban area. The district has over 20 elementary schools, six middle schools, and five traditional high
schools as well as alternative schools that serve both middle and high school students. Minnesota
Department of Education data reports the district has a 33% free or reduced lunch percentage and the
student population is primarily white, with roughly 37% students of color. District-funded student
support services in District A is made up of the following professionals:
•

School counselor (middle school and high school)

•

School nurse (support in all buildings).

•

School psychologist (support in all buildings)

•

School social worker (support in all buildings)

The second school district in Band One, School District B, serves almost 12,000 students and is
located in an area which includes both suburban and rural areas. The district has eight elementary
schools, three middle schools, and two high schools as well as an online school program and an
alternative learning center. The district student population includes 13% qualifying for free or reduced
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lunch and 23% of the district’s students are students of color. The district reports its student support
structure as follows:
•

High School: Student Support Specialist (varied licensure) and Dean

•

Middle School: Student Support Specialist (varied licensure) and Dean

•

Elementary: School Counselor

Band Two of my study is represented by school districts with one high school, with less than 500
students. These districts are identified as School District C and School District D for the purposes of my
study. School District C serves approximately 6500 K-12 students with four K-4 elementary schools, a
fifth- and sixth-grade campus, a seventh- and eighth-grade campus, and one high school for grades 9-12.
The district also has an area learning center supporting both middle and high school students. The
student support services structure in School District C is similar from level to level with school
counselors, school social workers, school psychologists and school nurses serving students in each
building. School District C has a strong focus on consistent services and providers at each school to
support equity and access for all students and families in their district. The Minnesota Department of
Education reports School District C as having roughly 25% students of color and just over 40% of the
district’s students qualify for free or reduced lunch.
School District D serves roughly 4000 students with three elementary schools, one middle
school, one traditional high school and an alternative school. The district, as reported through Minnesota
Department of Education data, has one-fourth of their student population receiving free or reduced lunch
and reports 22% of their students as students of color. The student support services structure in School
District D varies from elementary to middle to high school.
•

District Wide Staff: Multi-Tiered Support System Coach, Academic Coaches (preK-12
with varied licensure)
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•

High School: School Counselors, School Social Workers, School Psychologist, School
Nurse, Academic Coaches (varied licensure)

•

Middle School: School Counselors, School Social Workers, School Psychologist, School
Nurse, Academic Coaches (varied licensure)

•

Elementary: School Social Workers, School Nurse, School Psych (shared), Behavior
Coaches (K-5 with varied licensure), Academic Coaches (varied licensure)

Band Three of the study is represented by school districts with one high school, with less than
500 students. School District E and School District F have very different populations even within this
band of student population. Both are rural school districts but are located in very different regions of
Minnesota. School District E is located in rural Minnesota with multiple towns combining to make up
the student population of just under 250 students. The student population is 90% white, as reported
through the Minnesota Department of Education data. Roughly 30% of School District E’s students are
eligible for free or reduced lunch. Formal student support services in the district is made up of one parttime school counselor, an academic support position (teacher licensure), and partnerships with other
school districts and local agencies.
School District F serves just under 350 K-12 students with one pre-K through third-grade
elementary school, one elementary school that serves fourth and fifth grades, and one combined middle
school and high school for grades 6-12. The district, as reported through the Minnesota Department of
Education data, has a student population which includes 22% students of color and 26% of the district’s
students are eligible for free or reduced lunch. The student support services structure in this district is
consistent from level to level, with varied staffing based on student numbers at each district building.
School counselors are in place at each level along with a school nurse and a school psychologist shared
between buildings to support student needs.
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Role of the Researcher
In terms of involvement with participants, I am a school counselor in a large suburban high
school and serve as the lead secondary counselor for our school district. Serving in both of these roles
provides me with a building-level perspective as well as a sense of the district- level perspectives that
shape student support services in our school district. In a qualitative study, the researcher “plays a role
of ‘lens’ through which data are gathered and interpreted” (Khan, 2014, p. 230). Experiences at both the
school- and district-level in student support services combined with practical and theoretical knowledge
gained through coursework in my administrative licensure and doctoral program provide my foundation
as a researcher. In addition, approval from Concordia University’s Institutional Review Board and the
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) certification provided me with additional
knowledge and support in my study. Using this foundation, I conducted semi-structured, open-ended
interviews with student support services staff at both the district- and building-levels in the sample
Minnesota school districts.
Qualitative research using interviews as data collection, present challenges for researchers in
terms of instrumentation and managing potential areas of bias (Chenail, 2011), as the researcher is the
data collection instrument. In order to address potential issues of trustworthiness the researcher may
bring to data collection as the data gathering instrument Chenail (2011) advised the following: time
spent preparing for the field; reflexivity; triangulation and peer evaluation. Using these methods
provided “checkpoints” through the study to evaluate for issues of credibility that may have impacted
the collection, interpretation, and analysis of the data.
While I did not use my district as one of the systems in my study, I live and work in a Minnesota
school district as a school counselor and knew some of the staff members in the districts I identified for
data collection through professional connections. Considering these connections with study participants
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through professional organizations, professional development opportunities, and collaborations within
the field of student support services, I was highly cognizant of how these connections could influence
the data. These connections could have introduced questions of credibility and trustworthiness in the
study by limiting curiosities in a way that the researcher only discovers “what they think they don’t
know, rather than opening up their inquiries to encompass also what they don’t know they don’t know”
(Chenail, 2011, p. 257). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) emphasized this idea arguing that a researcher’s
credibility relies on their integrity in looking for evidence that challenges the researchers study
expectations.
In order to identify concerns with researcher credibility and trustworthiness and to test interview
protocols to help manage these concerns, I conducted a small pilot study. Utilizing a well-conducted
pilot study is advised throughout research design literature as a method to address potential
instrumentation and bias issues within a study (Chenail, 2011; Fraenkel et al., 2019, Maxwell, 2013).
Through the pilot study the researcher conducts a “dress rehearsal” (Chenail, 2011, p. 257) making
adjustments in the larger study design based on the performance of the instrumentation to provide the
data needed to address the research questions. Participants in the pilot study were professionals in
student support services from a variety of school districts who were not connected to the study sample
districts.
Instrumentation and Protocols
The protocols utilized as part of my semi-structured, open-ended interview data collection were
based on recommendations from Jacob and Furgerson (2012) who offered protocols to support the
reliable and valid collection of data from interviews. Protocols include specific steps, considerations and
procedures like scripting, collection of consent, methods for accuracy in data collection, environment
and timing of interviews, and influence and presence of the researcher. In order to ensure the
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trustworthiness of the study, I sought to monitor and adjust as needed to address any concerns or
questions that could impact my study in a negative way. In addressing validity and reliability in the
interview process, I used peer-review for interview questions and conducted practice interviews.
Interviews were slightly differentiated for the two sample populations of district-level student
support services staff and building-level student support services staff. The topics for the semistructured, open-ended interviews included three primary areas: specific roles and responsibilities of
student support staff, how responsibilities and duties are assigned to staff, and alignment and access to
services. More specific foci for the district-level staff included: decision making process, collaboration,
staffing, communication, strengths and challenges of alignment, other considerations for alignment, and
artifacts that support alignment. Foci for building-level staff included: time and task analysis,
collaboration, communication, structures and processes of day-to-day activities and operations in student
support services as well as any artifacts that supported alignment, processes and structure of services.
The interviews were designed to elicit descriptions, insights, and suggestions which provided data which
were analyzed to frame conclusions and recommendations of the study (see Appendix G). During the
interviews, I used the recording settings offered through the Google Meet and Zoom video conferencing
platforms and took notes using an outline of the open-ended questions used together in clarifying the
perspectives of the study participants.
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted through Google Meet or
Zoom as a video conference platform. Each participant was interviewed once, with follow up and/or
clarification conducted through email or by phone. Interviews were pre-arranged with the participant
with the topics/questions and consent form shared in advance of the scheduled interview for review.
Interviews were recorded with participant permission and I used an outline of the open-ended questions
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to take notes throughout the interview to use in clarifying the perspective of the study participants.
Recordings were put into a transcript format to use in coding data for interpretation and analysis.
Procedures and Analysis
Drawing on aspects of grounded theory for data collection and analysis, Creswell (2018) offered
the work of Strauss and Corbin (1998) as providing strong systematic insights and procedures within a
qualitative study. Grounded theory data collection and analysis methods are centered around the idea of
detail, procedure, and operational logic in a system of analysis to explain concepts and relationships
within the phenomenon being studied (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Grounded theory typically moves
through three sequential phases of analysis. In what follows, the themes emerging from open coding, the
relationships and connections of axial coding, and the story that emerges through selective coding are
explained and discussed.
It was critically important to me to have a strong representation of Minnesota school districts. In
order to attempt to achieve a diverse sample of study participants which encompassed different regions
of the state, different settings (urban, rural, suburban) of the state, and includes multiple perspectives
representing race, culture, ethnicity, and gender, I selected multiple school districts within Minnesota.
There were three broad groups or “bands” represented: school districts with more than one high school;
school districts with one high school larger than 500 students; and school districts with one high school
less than 500 students. My hope was that through these “bands” of school districts I would have a
sample that was a strong, generalizable representation of Minnesota school districts and the student
support services structures.
Once I identified districts within each band of characteristics, as explained in the participants
section, I identified and communicated with the appropriate district leader to share and discuss my
proposed study (see Appendices B and C). The goal of this communication was to come to a shared
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understanding and, in turn, be given permission to interview district and building student support
services staff and to access documents and artifacts related to student support services in the district.
Each district had their own process for study approval. In the third band, districts with one high
school with less than 500 students, permissions were easily accessed through school district leadership.
In the second band, districts with one high school larger than 500 students, both districts had a formal
process, but the study was approved quickly. In the first band, school districts with more than one high
school, both districts had an extensive process for approval with one district giving approval within a
week and the other within four-six weeks.
Once permissions were in place, I was assigned a contact person, with the exception of one
school district, who helped me make contact with individual staff members to share the purpose of the
study, the importance of their role in the study, and the processes of data collection (see Appendix D).
For the school district that did not have a contact person to help with identifying participants, I utilized
the school district’s online staff directories to identify potential study participants. Once I was in
communication with individual staff members, I sent each potential participant three documents: first, a
participant introduction letter (see Appendix E); second, implied consent information (see Appendix F);
and third, topics and questions for the interview (see Appendix G). In addition, I gave each participant
days and times as options for interviews with the offer to schedule days and times that were most
convenient for them. Finally, I asked for the preferred video conferencing platform, Zoom or Google
Meet, and arranged a calendar invite with the link for the conference.
On the agreed upon dates and times, I met individually with the identified student support
services staff to conduct interviews. Prior to beginning the interview, I reviewed the purpose of the study
and confirmed the participant’s implied consent to participate in the interview. With consent in place, I
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verified that there were no questions or concerns with participation in the interview and confirmed
permission to record the interview for transcription purposes.
I used a semi-structured, open-ended interview format which provided all participants with the
same initial questions but allowed them to contribute as much detail as they wanted (Appendix G).
Questions were designed to gather data related to the specific research questions, but also to allow for
flexible discussion that could enrich data and analysis through unanticipated themes or perspectives.
Maxwell (2013) argued that semi-structured interviews, “allow you to focus on the particular
phenomena being studied, which may differ between individuals or settings” more so than a tightly
structured interview would allow (p. 88).
Weaknesses associated with open ended interviewing are related to the challenge of coding the
data (Creswell, 2018). The open-ended questions allow for a large amount of data to be collected from
the participants, but it also provides an organizational challenge for the researcher to “extract similar
themes of codes from the interview transcripts as they would with less open-ended responses” (Turner,
2010, p. 4). However, Turner (2010) also identified this potential overabundance of data collected
through open-ended interviews as a strong counter to issues of credibility and trustworthiness that could
emerge through data collection. The more data collected, interpreted, and analyzed in a study the greater
the saturation and ultimately, the generalizability of the study results.
Analysis began immediately with data collection through the interview process. The interview
questions were focused on how participants experience and understand alignment of student support
services and how this alignment was achieved. I used a constant comparative method defined by
Fraenkel et al. (2019) as “continual interplay between the researcher, the data, and the theory being
developed” (p. 389) to achieve saturation of the data, addressing each research question and sub
question. The recorded interviews and researcher notes were reviewed and/or transcribed as needed to
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ensure accuracy. Upon completion of this review, coding strategies were utilized to organize data into
themes, which were then represented in discussion, figures or tables as appropriate (Creswell & Poth,
2018). A coding book was developed and maintained throughout data analysis to ensure consistency and
precision throughout the coding and analysis process with detailed information about codes and their
meanings (Galman, 2016).
Throughout the data collection and analysis process, I used memos to aid in recognizing and
documenting emerging ideas, connections, themes and categories (Galman, 2016). Memos provided a
tremendously helpful organizational strategy for managing a large amount of data and offered an
additional form of data analysis (Maxwell, 2013). In what follows, I discuss analysis and coding as they
relate to my study. Open coding was used to develop categories, axial coding to interconnect the
categories, and selective coding to connect the categories in a way that shows meaning in the results.
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Using a grounded theory approach for data analysis is structured, but allowed
for both deductive and inductive analysis when working with the study data (Galman, 2016). Open
coding was the start of data analysis which named and categorized the phenomena in each band of the
participant sample. The open coding process was the foundation for the remaining analysis in which data
were examined for similarities and differences and formed into categories with the purposes of making
comparisons and asking questions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Axial coding was the second phase of data analysis using a grounded theory research approach
and was intended to investigate the relationships between the categories developed through open coding
(Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). Relationships between concepts and categories were identified by examining
causal conditions, context, intervening conditions, action and interaction strategies and consequences
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I used selective coding to “write a story line that connects the categories”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 88) developed through the axial coding process. Categories were refined and
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systematically integrated with the purpose of understanding and explaining alignment of student support
services. The relationships between categories were validated, refined and expanded to determine if the
data answered the research questions (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). Upon completion of the selective
coding process, I would offer a summary of the findings, present discussion around significance of the
findings, connections to literature, and any limitations or implications revealed in the research (Creswell
& Poth, 2018).
Interview responses from the district-level student support services staff and the building-level
student support staff were compared to address the first research question. As previously described, this
question is as follows: What consistency or inconsistency exists between district level staff and building
level staff in the understanding of student support services structures, policies, processes, and roles in
select Minnesota school districts? I specifically examined interview responses for the topics listed in the
question as well as other emerging areas of consistency or inconsistency between the two groups. Open
coding was the primary focus for the data gathered through the interviews of district- and building-level
student support services staff to address the first research question. This strategy allowed for the
segmenting of information into categories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). These categories are related to
processes, practices, roles, and responsibilities of student services support staff.
The open coding data obtained through the interview questions drove the next stage of data
analysis to address the second and third research questions and sub-questions. The second question and
sub-question are as follows: How do the district’s various approaches to communication, collaboration,
and leadership support or detract from the effectiveness of student support services? And, what
opportunities or limitations exist in seeking partnerships beyond the school district? The interview data
related to this question and sub-question were analyzed through axial coding where conditions and
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strategies used to achieve, evaluate and maintain alignment of student support services were the focus
for organization.
The third research question and sub-question were analyzed as part of the interview process with
the same sample population used with the second research question and sub-question. These questions
are: How do school districts evaluate the effectiveness of student support services in improving, or
contributing to the improvement of, equitable student outcomes? And, what possibilities exist for
enhancing the evaluation process? I looked for details on alignment in student services to create a model
for school districts to utilize in creating alignment in their own districts. As part of this phase, I
anticipated analyzing documents and artifacts from the participating school districts to address parts of
the third research question and sub-question. At this time, there have been no participating school
districts with documents or artifacts to provide related to student support services alignment.
Selective coding brought the earlier phases together by connecting the categories from the axial
coding to develop a narrative and model to represent how school districts are able to move toward
alignment of student support services. Data were initially organized by participant name and date of
interview. In the next phase, I assigned pseudonyms to protect participant identities and guarantee
confidentiality through the analysis process. I initially hand-coded the data then entered it into an Excel
spreadsheet to support the coding and analysis processes. The data were stored securely with hard copy
materials locked in a cabinet and digital materials stored on my personal computer with password
protection. In the final writing of the study, school sites and districts are identified only through
pseudonyms and there is no identifying information used to cite participant quotes to ensure anonymity
of the individual participants.
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Research Ethics
Ethical issues in qualitative research can be examined prior to conducting a study, at the start of a
study, during data collection and/or data analysis, in reporting data or in publication of the study
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Given these factors, my planned approach was to utilize the concepts outlined
by Guillemin and Gillam (2004) of procedural ethics and ethics in practice. Procedural ethics refers to
the areas of the study that can be identified and managed in advance and is a formal process in the
research design. Ethics in practice is a form of reflexivity in which the researcher seeks out and
addresses ethical issues as they arise during the study. Creswell and Poth (2018) supported this
continuous analysis of ethics advising that ethical issues should be considered in all phases of research.
Guillemin and Gillam (2004) were very clear in their discussion that this is not a dismissive or
minimizing attitude toward ethical issues in qualitative research, but quite the opposite. This approach
declares the researcher will be actively seeking out “ethically important moments” (Guillemin & Gillam,
2004) where the decision of the researcher could have ethical ramifications for the study. This approach
is underscored by Damianakis and Woodford (2012) who agreed even the most ethically sound
protocols and procedures prepared in advance will be challenged to predict and control all aspects of the
study.
In order to learn about the challenges and successes of aligning student support services, I
needed to create trust with the participants. Although my study was not collecting data from vulnerable
populations, there is not a concerning imbalance of power between the participants, nor does the study
knowingly seek information that would place participants at risk (Creswell & Poth, 2018), it is still
critical to be intentional about building a foundation of trust with participants. I sought to do this by
being very clear about the purpose of my study, clarifying any questions participants had about the
study, and by explaining my role in collecting data for the study. It was very important for me to be
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aware of my positionality in the study and how this could influence the subjects, interview responses,
data interpretation, and data analysis.
While I needed to foster a trusting relationship with the study participants, another ethical issue
to be considered was how to uphold confidentiality when working with a potentially well-connected
community of professionals. School counselors, school social workers, school psychologists, and school
nurses in the state of Minnesota are connected professionally through schools, districts, professional
organizations and a variety of other collaborations and connections. There was also the possibility the
student support services professionals I interviewed could be connected through personal networks,
communities of residence, or a variety of other possible interactions. Defined as “small, connected
communities” by Damianakis and Woodford (2012), these connections present unique challenges for a
researcher. Participants, either individuals or school districts, even though only identified through
pseudonyms or codes in the data, may still be recognized based on the data shared and reported in the
study.
In order to address the potential ethical issues of working with a small, connected community
Damianakis and Woodford (2012) offered specific recommendations to consider at different stages of
the study. An important recommendation to consider at the start of the study relates to informed consent
of participants including a statement that reflects the potential risks to confidentiality because of the
small, connected professional community. Damianakis and Woodford (2012) advised asking questions
of the participants related to the possible connections to other participants. By asking a question about
connections within the participant sample, the researcher is able to plan appropriately for protection of
the participants throughout the study. Throughout the process of data collection, analysis, and writing it
is advised that researchers are attentive to “the ethics of what to tell” (Damianakis & Woodford, 2012, p.
716) in order to protect the study participants. It is recommended by Damianakis and Woodford (2012)
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that researchers “assess for any risks linked to giving details about a selected piece of data” (p. 716) that
may inadvertently breach confidentiality.
Almost immediately, it became clear within most districts, the professionals knew who was
being interviewed as a result of district protocols and communication or through convenience and
snowball sampling procedures. While this was a concern for me at the start of data collection, the end
result of these connections were a strength in the data collection process. It was not uncommon for a
participant to offer to connect me to another individual in the school district for more information on a
specific topic or who may simply have more expertise in an area of discussion. In the final writing of the
study, I referred back to the recommendations of Damianakis and Woodford (2012) in working with
small connected communities and made decisions about what to include or not include, as well as how
participant quotes were utilized and cited, considering the connections of the study participants.
While Damianakis and Woodford (2012) spoke to the ethics of protecting the identities of
individuals in small, connected communities, these principles are also applied to the artifacts collected
from school districts related to student support services structures. While I was unable to obtain artifacts
as part of my study, in my request for any documents or artifacts utilized in the alignment of student
support services, I sought permission for the use of any document I might use as a part of my study and
included this request and protective procedures in the informed consent documents. I believe given my
research design and methods, this was an appropriate approach to addressing ethical considerations.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
This study has the potential to provide valuable insight into the process of how Minnesota school
districts align or do not align their student support services, but limitations exist. First, the research
focuses exclusively on Minnesota public schools even though the alignment of student support services
is likely relevant outside of one state. Future research could study additional student populations in
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different states or regions of the country. Second, this research is limited to a relatively small group of
schools. A wider sampling of school districts would provide a larger representation from which to draw
data around student support services alignment. Third, I only collected data from student support
services staff at the building- and district-levels. I did not include perspectives of students, parents, other
district- and school-level staff, or other stakeholders in student support services. These would be
perspectives that could add valuable data to future studies. Fourth, any proposed model of alignment
would be preliminary and would require pilot testing and development. Finally, the data from this study
were analyzed by a single coder. Although I followed a detailed plan for analytic procedures, reliability
could be an issue.
Additional limitations have been identified in my study as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic
which resulted in the closing of Minnesota schools in March of 2020 as ordered by Governor Tim Walz
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). The school closure meant moving all students to a
distance-learning model and changing the way we “do school” in Minnesota. The shift to distancelearning presented the following additional limitations in my study. First, in-person interviews with
study participants was no longer an option. All interviews were conducted through video conferencing
with one participant at a time, increasing the amount of time needed for interviews which required a
need for a smaller group of participants from each district. Second, video conferencing inherently
brought the possibility of technology challenges and left me relatively disconnected from the participant
to gauge non-verbals and could have potentially limited rapport with participants, which may have led to
less engagement with the interview questions.
Conclusion
This chapter provided an overview of methodology associated with the study. The role of the
researcher, research design, data collection, analysis, and ethical considerations have been explained and
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discussed. Results and findings emerging from this study are summarized and outlined in the following
chapter. Following the explanation of the findings in Chapter Four, study interpretations, conclusions,
and recommendations are shared in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
The previous chapters explored and developed the topic of alignment of student support services
structures in Minnesota K-12 public schools and outlined the methodology of the study. The
methodology included a discussion of the role of the researcher, research design, data collection,
analysis, and ethical considerations. In what follows, the data emerging from the study are summarized
and findings are connected to the literature review of Chapter Two. The connections are explored using
the lens of pragmatic epistemology based on John Dewey’s defining question of, “what works?”
(Morgan, 2015).
The alignment of student support services could have a significant impact on creating equitable
outcomes for Minnesota students. As data were collected through interviews with student support
services professionals, it became clear there are a number of variables including, but not limited to, size,
location, and district structures, that influence the way a school district approaches supporting the needs
of their students. What did not vary from district-to-district was the strong desire to serve students
efficiently and effectively. Every participant in this study acknowledged areas of challenge and growth,
often with the statement, “we have to do better for our students.”
Yet, even with the number of variables that influence student supports from district-to-district,
there were themes which emerged from the participants which provide insight into the alignment, or lack
of alignment, of student support services in Minnesota. In this chapter, I examine these themes in-depth.
The participants of the study are district-and building-level staff from six Minnesota public school
districts, two within each set of the following criteria, referred to in the study as “bands,” school districts
with more than one high school; school districts with one high school larger than 500 students; and
school districts with one high school less than 500 students. I have chosen to use the words of
participants as much as possible so that their day-to-day experiences and perspectives as student support
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services professionals stand out as examples of the importance of alignment. However, in order to
protect the identities of the participating school districts and individual staff participants, there are no
citations connected to participant quotes.
I have grouped data together through common themes, but also highlight themes unique to
specific bands as well as a discussion about an unexpected theme that emerged from the data in order to
provide a comprehensive picture of student support services in the participating districts. The chapter
also includes a discussion of participants perspectives and experiences from the shift to distance learning
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020. By presenting my analysis in this way, my
intention is to discuss data by larger theme instead of examining, one at a time, single themes of each
school district size band. Throughout this chapter, I will return to the study’s review of literature,
providing a summary and analysis of the experiences which have influenced participants in an attempt to
connect the study findings within the existing field of related student support services research. In what
follows, I begin the discussion of results with the three common themes found between all three of the
school district bands defined for this study.
Three Common Themes
There are three themes identified through the data that are common to all three of the school
district bands: equitable student outcomes, student support services structures, and school and
community partnerships. The first theme, equitable student outcomes, examines system barriers and
needs as well as intervention and prevention as it relates to student equity and access. The second theme,
student support services structures, discusses school district structures, practices and processes, and the
professional roles and responsibilities of student support staff. The third theme, school and community
partnerships, examines the opportunities and challenges presented with school district partnerships.
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Theme One: Equitable Student Outcomes
For each of the school districts participating in the study, equitable student outcomes are ongoing
areas of evaluation, growth and challenge. Each of the participants in the study spoke of this area with
conviction, but also a sense of frustration and sometimes, sadness, for the amount of change needed in
order to “do better for our students.” Within the theme of equitable student outcomes, there are two subthemes. First, system barriers and needs, which focuses on the bigger picture of equity and access within
a school district. Examples within this area include data driven decision making, professional
development, and communications. The second sub-theme, intervention and prevention, discusses
general education intervention with mental health, social/emotional learning and student support teams,
the building teams making decisions and recommendations about focused student interventions and the
pre-referral process for special education. The section discusses first, practices, processes and programs
and second, tiers, and teams.
System Barriers and Needs
A participating school social worker expressed their thoughts about equity and access in school
districts in this way: “the awareness is there, but what about the behaviors and accountability? What do
we need to do better, and then how do we do it?” In what follows, I share the three key ideas emerging
from the sub-theme of system barriers and needs: data driven decisions, professional development, and
communications.
First, participants expressed a strong conviction that data needs to drive decisions. This
conviction starts at the district-level, moves to the building-level, and is applied to individual student
supports as well. Data driven decision making is a concept utilized by school districts to make decisions
about everything from staffing and programs to district priorities and spending. Mandinach (2012)
explained data driven decision making (DDDM) as “the systematic collection, analysis, examination and
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interpretation of data to inform practice and policy in educational settings” (p. 71). Even with strong
data driven decision making models, there is a perception that “not enough data discussion is influencing
decision making” among the three different school district bands. The sentiment is not offered as a
criticism of current practices, but as a call to be even more intentional in using data to influence
decisions through district and building systems, practices and processes to ensure equitable outcomes for
students. From a practical perspective, several of the participating school districts identified technology
tools and programs available to them for collecting, sorting and analyzing data for strong decision
making. The key is staff know how to use the resources available to them, then use them.
Expanding a data driven decision making approach to supporting families across a school district
system could have a dramatic impact on early intervention and decrease the need for more costly
interventions later on. A participating educator described this model as a “wrap around system.” One
student, in one building, is not seen as a single data point for intervention but triggers a holistic look at
the student’s world, including any potential needs within the family. If the family has other students in
the district, a wraparound system connects the professionals working with each student to collaborate
and connect families to needed resources.
Second, participants shared experiences related to professional development opportunities
provided for licensed staff that have supported their growth in understanding equity and their role in
changing inequitable systems. Many of the participants also shared their personal journeys of awareness,
growth, and call-to-action in pursuing equitable outcomes for their students. Often, participants
discussed the professional development opportunities as having a focus on teaching and learning in the
classroom to influence equity and access, but the front-line staff, who are often the first point of contact
with families and students, do not have the same level of professional development and training. During
one interview, a participant shared a specific area of growth for the district is to ensure that non-licensed
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staff, like receptionists, clerks, food service employees and administrative assistants, also have access to
professional development and training in equity and the barriers that can interfere with student success.
While this is not an expressed concern or area of growth from all of the participants interviewed, it was
an important enough distinction in the data to warrant discussion in the results.
Third, in Band Three, school district participants expressed communication as being an area of
focus in the area of equity and access. As an example, both a district-level and a building-level
participant discussed basic communication tools to aid in reducing barriers for families in accessing
needed information related to their student’s educational experience and progress. In one district, the
challenge is addressing a significant language barrier with few resources available, like a translator or
translation technology, for support. In the second district, there is a focus on both the official and
unofficial communication from the district. Translations, communication, and an honest admission of
the need for more awareness across the district of communications that make families want to be a part
of the school community, are seen as critical in effectively addressing student needs. In the next section,
intervention and prevention are discussed as they relate to equitable student outcomes.
Intervention/Prevention
Prevention and intervention are the areas where equitable outcomes for our students come to a
crossroads between general education and special education, and the structure of student support
services can have great influence on the path taken. In Chapter Two, the power of prevention and
intervention is discussed as having strong and lasting effects by emphasizing healthy skills for all
students which has the power to change the norms, skills, and attitudes of an entire population. There are
two key ideas emerging from the sub-theme of prevention and intervention as it relates to equitable
student outcomes. First, practices, processes and programs and second, tiers and teams, are discussed
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together in what follows. The two ideas are interconnected concepts related to intervention and
prevention which have a strong influence on equitable student outcomes.
Practices and processes associated with student support services are not consistent from districtto-district, level-to-level and in some cases, from building-to-building, in most of the participating
school districts. In the school districts studied, three of the six districts have student support services that
are inconsistent across levels. Not only are student support services staff positions not the same from
level-to-level, but also positions that are the same in licensure and training have different roles and
responsibilities depending on the building. As an example, within the same district, one school may have
a school counselor managing 504 Accommodations Plans, while another building may have assigned a
school social worker this responsibility, and in another building, the school psychologist is charged with
the managing the plans. While it is not uncommon to have the responsibility of managing 504
Accommodation Plans to fall within the scope of the three professions given in the example, it creates a
level of inconsistency across the district that has other implications. If the role of the school counselor,
the school social worker, and the school psychologist are dramatically different between buildings
within a district, practices and processes for prevention and intervention are inherently isolated and lose
the power of a coordinated system.
The outlier to the finding, a lack of consistent practices and processes, is the second Band Two
school district, where buildings are all staffed with the same professional roles. The district uses this
model as a way to create consistency of services for families and students from elementary school to
middle school and to high school. This model is an intentional decision by the school district to ensure
that all students and families have equitable access to the supports they need regardless of which school
they attend in the district.
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Programs, tiers and teams make up the second key idea emerging from prevention and
intervention, as a sub-theme as it relates to equitable student outcomes. One of the school psychologists
stated, “we have lots of programs and resources, but not always enough data to know if they are
working.” As one of the district-level student support participants stated, “we’ve done the common
learning, now we need to get the process in place.”
As stated in Chapter Two, social and emotional learning is often seen as a cornerstone of
prevention and intervention. However, social and emotional learning is often seen as an “add on for
teachers” when not integrated as part of the school culture. As one of the participating school social
workers expressed, there is a long-standing concern of initiative fatigue among educators which creates
a stress cycle for teachers and ultimately, their students. The same participant explained, “we ask a lot of
teachers.” When there is not a clear system of prevention and intervention through a student’s
educational system it can be challenging to know, “are the right interventions in place? How do we
know? How are we measuring?” Social-emotional learning and the first-level of intervention “has to be
based in skill building, we can’t just remove the problem.” In an effort to ensure student success,
especially when there is no formal structure of intervention in place, staff step in and, “sometimes there
are supports to a fault” when there is no skill building tied to the support. A district-level participant
highlighted there needs to be “consistent ideas for support, not rescuing everyone in their own way.”
Without strong, common prevention and intervention systems, students who are not seen as
achieving at the same-level as their peers can be referred for more focused interventions as “teachers see
a need and want to find ways to help. There is a lot of pressure to help every student succeed.” When
there is a belief that a student requires a higher level of intervention and support in order to be
successful, there is a collaborative approach required by the state of Minnesota, through statute, to
determine next steps. Each school district must have procedures in place for referring a student who is
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suspected of having a disability (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). As part of the school
district procedures, each school must have a team made up of general education and special education
staff. Before a school refers a student for a special education evaluation, there must be “at least two
research-based pre-referral interventions… collecting ongoing data and documenting the results”
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). Student support teams have different names in different
districts and in some districts, different names from building-to-building. Teams can be known as
problem solving teams, student support teams, child study teams or a variety of other names, but they
serve the same purpose in managing what would be considered the next levels of intervention and the
pre-referral processes for special education evaluation.
Student support teams are designed, in most of the participating districts, to be a part of a larger
system of intervention and prevention. Participants also cited the critical role and responsibility of the
team in viewing referrals through an equity lens. A district-level participant explained, “tiered
interventions work when done with fidelity and data.” However, there was also a common expression of
concern by participants related to student support teams. One of the most common concerns was that
teams are “often seen as a hoop to jump through to get help for a student, but not everything is a referral
to special education.” The pre-referral process requires the team to review intervention data, collected
through planned interventions, and then evaluate the success or lack of success with a given intervention
as part of a decision making process in supporting an individual student. Participants frequently reported
that data collection associated with academic needs is something staff are generally comfortable with but
behavioral interventions and the related data collection can be more challenging. One of the
participating school psychologists noted, “most teachers are not data driven creatures when it comes to
[collecting data on] behaviors.” At the secondary level, the data indicate that foundational prevention
and intervention processes do not seem to be as streamlined as at the elementary level. The secondary
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process is described by a district level staff member as a “siloed process from building-to-building with
the same steps, but it looks different.”
Theme Two: Student Support Services Structures
The discussion of structure within student support services has three sub-themes. First, the
perspectives and experiences of the participants related to the structures of student support services. The
second sub-theme related to student support services structures examines practices and processes.
Finally, the third sub-theme connected to the structures of student support services are the professional
roles and responsibilities of student support services staff.
School District Structures
One of the school counselors participating in the study explained, “fractured structures [like part
time positions] make it hard to build consistent systems of support for families and students.” As an
example, more than one Band One participant shared the following sentiment, “In a part-time position,
serving 1000 plus students across multiple buildings, you start to feel like a failure because you can’t
make anyone happy. That’s not healthy for anyone.” When families are not able to form relationships
with student support services staff because of access issues, communication breakdowns, or other
barrier, trust can be broken and opportunities can be lost to serve as a partner in a student’s educational
journey.
From a practical perspective, the structure of consistent teams at each level (elementary, middle
and high school) allows for strong systems of support for students and families throughout their
educational experience. Without a system of structure, “staff are putting out fires, not running
programs.” When staff are focused on reactionary responses, communication and collaboration can fall
by the wayside. One of the school social workers shared the frustration of “multiple contacts being made
(to parents) with lots of overlap and no communication (between staff).”
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Processes and Practices
Consistent processes and practices across the participating districts range from formal to
informal and are “always a work in progress.” As stated in the study’s literature review: systematic
structures, processes, practices, and staffing to support intervention for students and families has to be a
priority for educational organizations to support achievement. Participants in each school district band
echoed the desire for consistency and the “need to have a system expectation for collaboration and
communication” in order to provide strong, consistent supports for families and students. As a districtlevel participant shared, “not enough communication [across a district] results in different systems in
different buildings” leaving the experiences of families and students too dependent on individuals.
Another district-level participant discussed this inconsistency through an equity lens, “[it] makes it
difficult to ensure equitable services and access when the response is based on who gets the call, not
who should.”
In considering how processes and practices are created and maintained, one of the participating
school psychologists emphasized, “[it] has to be “we” not “we and they” in creating systems of
collaboration and communication at the district- and building-levels.” As discussed in Chapter Two, just
as highly qualified teachers and academic standards are in place to support classroom academic learning,
the professionals trained to work with the barriers to learning need to be in place with the same level of
consideration and planning. Student support services is an area used to working in the world of grey
with the need for exceptions, modifications, and the understanding of unique situations that require
empathy and creative problem solving. However, in what may feel like a contradiction to the previous
statement, it is also a system of supports that require a certain level of consistency in order to protect our
students and provide guidance to student support services staff. As an example of this contradiction, the
process of a 504 evaluation, and the related forms and documentation, should not be different from
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building-to-building within a district. But, the implementation of specific accommodations for a student
could look different from level-to-level and may even look different from building-to-building, but still
meet the identified need of the student. As one of the participating district-level staff said, “consistency
works” and “processes and practices can be great, when people use them.”
Professional Roles and Responsibilities
The student support services professionals have a strong influence on how student support
services structures function. As asserted in chapter two, student support services professionals are
specially trained in the unique functions of the school system, learning, and how students’ behavior and
mental health impacts a student’s success in school. When there are inconsistencies between schools
with the roles and responsibilities of different professions, the structure of the system is confusing for
staff, students, and families. One of the school counselors proposed the following questions for
consideration, “how does everything fit together and how do these positions intersect?”
In both districts in Band One, the student support services staff is varied from level-to-level and
building-to-building. Positions that are the same in licensure and training have different roles and
responsibilities depending on the building. As an example, one district may have school social workers
at the elementary-level and no school counselors and only a part time psychologist to support special
education evaluation work but could have teachers serving in an intervention capacity. Then, at the
middle-level the district may have school counselors, a school social worker, and a school psychologist
assigned to work only with special education students, but could also have specific behavior intervention
staff (either licensed or non-licensed). And, at the high school-level, there could be a school counselor
and a social worker working with general education students, a school social worker and a school
psychologist assigned to work with special education students, and supports could also include staff
(licensed or non-licensed) working with academic and/or behavioral intervention. Participants expressed
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frustration with this model specifically citing the challenges of collaboration and transitions. In both
Band One districts, there is a strong conviction that families should not have different support
experiences based on who they interact with at the building-level.
Student support services staff should not be competing with each other for positions, but
frequently this is the case within some of the participating school districts. As reported by a building
level staff participant, “miscommunication and lack of understanding of each other’s roles and
responsibilities causes turf issues.” Staff with different professions and licensure need to be able to learn
from each other’s training and experiences, but they are not interchangeable positions.” The two
professions most commonly reported as being seen as interchangeable are the school counselor and the
school social worker. While there is some overlap in training and expertise for these professionals, their
roles in the school setting are complementary, not redundant.
School counselors are master’s degree level professionals, licensed by through the state of
Minnesota by the Professional Educator Licensing and Standards Board (PELSB). School social
workers in Minnesota hold either a bachelor’s degree or master’s degree in social work and are dually
licensed by the Board of Social Work (BOSW) and the Professional Educator Licensing and Standards
Board (PELSB). Both school counselors and school social workers are skilled in working with problem
solving teams; supporting professional development; collaborating with community mental health
agencies and organizations; crisis intervention; collaborating with other student support services staff,
teachers, and parents; consultation; alternative programming; and parent education.
School counselors are educators who work with all students by implementing a comprehensive
school counseling program in the school setting. They help students with academic success strategies,
learn ways to manage emotions and use interpersonal skills, and plan for post-secondary options like
higher education, military and/or the work force. From Minnesota State Statute: a school counselor is
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authorized to provide to kindergarten through grade 12 students school counseling services that focus on
the promotion of preventive and educational strategies to enhance the cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral development; effective decision-making skills; and resiliency capabilities of students
(Minnesota State Statute, Chapter 8710, Part 8710.6400). School social workers play a vital role
connecting home, school and community and work collaboratively with other student support services
professionals. School social workers provide a skilled spectrum of services ranging from engagement,
assessment, intervention, direct services (individual/group therapeutic services), student case
management (like truancy and homelessness); and evaluation of outcomes related to the students,
families, schools, and communities they serve (Minnesota School Social Worker Association, 2020).
When considering the roles of school counselors and school social workers, it should not be an
“either, or”, it should be “both.” One of the participating school districts recognizes the power of this
collaborative team and has made a point of having a school counselor and a school social worker at
every elementary school to have strong, consistent supports in place for students and families. Supported
in research from chapter two, each profession offers unique, individual skills that complement each
other in a way that “the sum is greater than its parts” (American School Counselors Association, 2019).
A building level student support services staff explained, “competing interests creates relational fractures
that get in the way of professionals working together in the best interest of their students.”
Another important discussion related to the professionals of student support services is the
inclusion of school staff or the hiring of specific positions to work with students and families in the areas
of social-emotional learning, mental health, and academic intervention who have not had the specific
educational experiences and training to do so. Not every district reports this concern, but the expressed
concerns were frequent enough to make it worthy of inclusion in the reporting of findings. As one
district-level staff person explained, “you can’t fix problems by just adding new positions.” While the
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individuals in these positions have a strong commitment to help students and families, there can be an
unrecognized disconnect in practices and processes resulting from different training and licensure
expectations. Examples of this disconnect showed up in areas of confidentiality expectations, crisis
responses, and counseling boundaries and points of referral. As a building-level staff participant shared,
“people step out of their licensure, which makes things hard.”
Theme Three: School and Community Partnerships
There is no question, after analyzing the data of the participant interviews, school and
community or agency partnerships are critical in helping the participating school districts meet student
needs. School district and community or agency partnerships offer considerably more benefits than
disadvantages, but it is important to understand both as they relate to the current study. In this theme, I
discuss the implications of partnerships.
In all of the participating districts, the staff interviewed discussed the positive aspects of school
and community partnerships as removing barriers to services for students and families, addressing gaps
in school programs and providing services for students who require unique educational services. The
positive aspects of partnerships discussed by the study participants is supported in chapter two research.
Providing coordinated, aligned student support services in the school setting gives historically
underserved or hard to reach populations like students in rural areas, students in low socioeconomic
settings, or students of racial or ethnic minority access to services they may not otherwise be able to
utilize.
Co-located mental health services, therapists or other mental health practitioners staffed by
clinics or community agencies in the school setting, have provided services to many families who would
be otherwise unable to access mental health services in the community. The lack of access could be
because of a lack of insurance coverage, or other barrier like transportation or logistics of the process. In
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considering the benefits of school and community organization and agency partnerships, one of the
school counselors shared, “These agencies and organizations have a huge impact on our ability to
provide services to our families whether it be financial, mental health or academic.” In the Band Three
school districts, the smallest districts included in the study, this is especially true as districts are not
always in a position to hire staff to serve a need for a small population of students. For example, in both
Band Three school districts, school psychology services are delivered either through multi-school
district partnerships, county or community agencies, or other collaborative resources. Both districts are
creative and resourceful in identifying, accessing or creating partnerships or collaboratives to find
resources to meet the needs of their students.
With all of the reported benefits school district partnerships provide, there are still areas of
challenge that should be examined in order to provide even stronger partnership opportunities. The
identified challenges of partnerships are tied to a general lack of structure, collaboration, and
communication between agency/organization staff and school district and building staff.
Understandably, school districts want to offer as many services and opportunities as possible for their
families and students. Unfortunately, as one of the school social workers stated, “sometimes it’s more
about accessing easy resources than using a systematic process” to determine whether or not the offered
services are going to fit with what the district needs.
Study participants shared the challenges associated with a high-rate of staff turnover in colocated mental health services as well as within community agencies and organizations. With many of
the school related service positions considered “entry level,” the schools can be a place for practitioners
to gain experience and then move on. A high-level of turnover makes it extraordinarily difficult for
schools to build relationships and consistency in programs and services. One participant described the
cycle of practitioner turnover as a “clunky process” and one that requires an intentionality of building-
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level staff to check in and follow up with community agency and organization staff to build
relationships. With little direction through protocols or processes, the focus for student support staff is to
“focus on bridges between services, not turf.”
There was more oversight and accountability in how community partnerships were established in
some districts than others. However, there was an overall feeling that the success of these partnerships is
often dependent on the individual staff working for the community agencies and organizations. One of
the school counselors interviewed discussed “yikes moments” when there were mixed messages
between school staff and partnership staff that led to confusion with students, families and other staff
members. The participant went on to emphasize these are turning points in relationships with community
agency and organization staff where communication is critical. It is when concerns arise and are not
addressed that partnerships, at the minimum, are not as effective as intended and, at the worst, fail.
As an example, each of the districts in Band Two have partnerships with community agencies
and organizations, but their experiences are varied. While both districts welcome the services provided
by the agencies and organizations they work with, there have been areas of challenge. For one of the
districts, there is a split of services across levels with different agencies serving students and families at
the elementary level and another agency serving families and students at the secondary levels. The
agency split leads to inconsistent services from level-to-level and creates challenges in transitions for
students, parents and school staff. For the second district in this band, there is strong collaboration
between the district and agencies and organizations that want to support the school system. There is
purposeful collaboration and while there can be issues with agency staff turnover, the district has a
strong commitment to oversight and communication.
The three common themes emerging from the data of the study, equitable student outcomes,
student support services structures, and school and community partnerships, provide a foundation for
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recommendations discussed in the following chapter. However, there were also themes emerging from
each school district band that provided unique insight to student support services structures in
Minnesota. In what follows, the unique themes are presented and discussed in each school district band.
Unique Themes in Individual Bands
As anticipated, there were common themes across all school district bands, but there are also
unique themes in each band that are important to note in how the alignment of student support services
can be influenced by location, size, and other variables. In Band One, school districts with more than
one high school, there were two unique themes that emerged from the data. The first theme unique to
Band One is the number of layers and potential stakeholders to be considered when making decisions at
a district- and building-level. Participants in both districts in this band recognize the implications of
making decisions in isolation of one building or one department of professionals. Consideration has to
be given to how a decision in one building could impact the other buildings in the district, especially in
areas of policy and practice. Both district participants recognize consistency as important in a large
district with multiple buildings at each level but can also find this frustrating and time consuming.
Consistency without conformity is a challenge.
The second theme unique to Band One is their access to services compared to the smaller school
districts in Band Two and Band Three. The districts in Band One have a multitude of agencies and
organizations involved in their schools and communities, but effectiveness is still often dependent on the
level of coordination and oversight as discussed in the section related to common themes across all
bands. When there is little to no pre-planning around implementation and communication with school
staff confusion and turf issues can interfere with the effectiveness of services.
In Band Two, school districts with one high school larger than 500 students, participants
expressed a strong commitment to ongoing evaluation of consistency of services, processes, and
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practices. One of the school districts has a consistent structure of services in each building and is
focused on evaluating gaps in services and determining the best way to address these gaps. The second
district in Band Two is taking steps to streamline practices and services and to streamline how school
district partnerships are established. Within both districts, data are continually being reviewed for
intervention and gaps in student needs. As an example, participants from both districts in Band Two
identified a need to focus on strong intervention systems within the general education setting. In both
districts, this focus has translated into both programs and positions to ensure the intervention system of
the program is implemented with fidelity.
Band Three, the smallest school districts participating in the study, has two unique themes
emerging from the data. First, decisions can be made quickly and collaboratively. In both of the Band
Three school districts, building and district leadership teams are made up of a small number of
individuals. These teams can be convened with efficiency and decisions can be made quickly and
collaboratively then communicated out to stakeholders. Input can be gathered in a timely manner as the
leadership and staff numbers are relatively small in comparison to the other school district bands.
Second, student support services are focused. Band Three school district participants expressed the need
for student support professionals to be doing the work they are trained and licensed to do. Staff are hired
and charged to support the social and emotional learning, mental health, and academic and
career/college needs of students. While one district has an additional staff person supporting the
academic and college/career growth of students (non-licensed in a student support services area), there is
a sense of collaboration and teamwork. Both the administrative and student support services
professionals interviewed in each district expressed the need to have the student support services staff
focused on the student needs they are trained to support, not assuming other duties outside of their role
or training. The themes unique to each school district band are an important part of this study but were
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not unexpected or surprising. Next, I discuss an unexpected, and critically important theme that emerged
from the data.
The Unexpected Theme
While conducting participant interviews related to the study’s research questions, an unexpected,
very specific theme emerged through the data: The disconnect between general education intervention
and the pre-referral process for special education services and the connection to equitable student
outcomes. Each participating district has a process for intervention and the pre-referral process, with its
own unique strengths and challenges. What stood out, however, is how different the processes could be
from district-to-district and even from building-to-building within a district. As one educator shared,
“[there are] too many missing pieces between [special education and general education] teams.”
In the current study, a lack of vertical alignment with inconsistent staffing, either by profession
or by allocation, seems to present challenges in providing consistent services, support in transitions, and
streamlined interventions. A district-level participant explained, “tracking a student’s educational path
[through the district] is not smooth.” Participants expressed a need for district training, communication,
and monitoring, which includes both general education and special education staff, to have a common
system in place for intervention and the pre-referral process. Common systems for intervention and prereferral processes support a balance between intervention with fidelity and intervention for the sake of
avoiding a special education assessment. A district-level educator explained, “the wheels need to be
turning together.”
When there is a disconnect within the district and/or building system, families and students are
caught in the middle with misinformation which creates a lack of trust. Many participants expressed
concern that not all general education staff understand intervention as it relates to the pre-referral
process for special education. The pre-referral process has emerged as what could be, for many districts,
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described as a process managed by everyone, but in reality, by no one. In Band One and Band Two, this
seems to be especially true at the secondary level where interventions that can be considered as part of
the pre-referral process are challenging to implement and track with fidelity. As a school counselor
expressed, “How many things do you try before moving to a special education evaluation?”
A study being done in the spring of 2020 involving student support services in Minnesota would
be incomplete without considering the impact of COVID-19 and the shift to distance learning. In the
next section, I discuss what was shared by study participants and very early findings of the impact of
distance learning on equitable outcomes for the students of Minnesota.
COVID-19 and Distance Learning
Minnesota’s shift to distance learning in the spring of 2020 as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic was unprecedented and swift. The student support services professionals in each participating
school district shared their experiences with distance-learning and the creative ways in which they
supported their students. Perhaps the most commonly expressed sentiment among participants was how
supports and services were put to the test during distance-learning. If the district had a strong structural
system of communication, processes and practices, and collaboration prior to the move to distancelearning, they were able to adapt in the distance-learning format. Not to say the transition was seamless
or without challenges and worries for districts, but having a student support services structure in place
allowed professionals to monitor and adjust as needed to support their students as opposed to having to
create a structure under less than ideal conditions. For some of the participating districts, they were
forced to evaluate their current systems and make changes to streamline methods of collecting data,
sharing information, and communicating with students, families and staff.
Another common topic of discussion with study participants related to distance-learning in the
spring of 2020 was the concern of a widening gap among students. At this time, there is little data
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available to offer as supporting evidence of this concern, but the anecdotal evidence is strong from study
participants and other sources. An article from the Washington Post reinforces the sentiment, “there is
something about a crisis that has a way of shining light on stark realities- and nowhere is that truer than
in education” (Strauss, 2020). Among the study participants, there were expressions of frustration,
sadness, and worry when discussing the short-term and long-term implications of the necessary, but
chaotic move to distance-learning. In the short-term, making sure student’s basic needs were met took
priority over educational progress. The Minnesota Department of Education states, “school closures put
burdens on children and families and disproportionately impact communities of color, as well as
indigenous, immigrant, low-income families and communities and students with disabilities and their
families” (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). Looking ahead, there are concerns around
setbacks in academic progress as well as concerns around trauma and the social-emotional development
of students. As a building -level staff participant explained, “tangible access does not equal access.”
The Minnesota Department of Education (2020) echoes the concerns expressed by the study participants
in the planning resources provided to school districts to address inequities through four areas of
improvement and support: Meeting the needs of individual students, building and maintaining
relationships with students and families, expanding access to, and support with, technology, and
Partnering to support student safety and wellness.
Conclusion
In summary, I identified three themes from the data common to all three of the school districts
bands, regardless of school district size, location, or structure: equitable student outcomes, student
support services structures, and school and community partnerships. The first theme, equitable student
outcomes, examined system barriers and needs as well as intervention and prevention as it relates to
student equity and access. The second theme, student support services structures, discussed school
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district structures, practices and processes, and the professional roles and responsibilities of student
support staff. The third theme, school and community partnerships, examined the opportunities and
challenges presented with school district partnerships.
After discussing the common themes of the data, and the themes unique to each school district
band, an unexpected theme emerging from the data was shared and discussed: The disconnect between
general education intervention and the pre-referral process for special education services and the
connection to equitable student outcomes. A lack of vertical alignment with inconsistent staffing seems
to present challenges in providing consistent services, support in transitions, and streamlined
interventions, leaving families, students, and staff in a system of confusion. Finally, there was a
discussion of student support services in the shift to distance-learning as a result of COVID-19 school
closures in the spring of 2020. Participants shared their perspectives and experiences with distancelearning and very early findings of the impact of distance-learning on equitable outcomes for the
students of Minnesota were presented.
Chapter Four provided an overview of the study findings. I shared the findings using the
narratives of the participants to explain the themes emerging from the data. In the following chapter, the
study is further interpreted and conclusions and recommendations are shared.

85
CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
As stated in Chapter One, students do not follow separate paths in their educational and socialemotional journeys from childhood to adulthood. Their paths of social, emotional, and academic growth
are continually intertwined. With ever increasing pressure on schools to meet multiple and varied needs
of students to support academic success, it is imperative for educational organizations to have solid and
systematic supports in place to respond when there are barriers to academic achievement.
From the significant amount of literature on student achievement, social-emotional learning,
student mental health, and related student developmental needs there are recommendations and research
about best practices schools can utilize to support student needs. The recommendations of this study
may help school districts establish a process to evaluate how requirements and individual district needs
are being met through student support services to support equitable student outcomes. Through
alignment, districts will be able to identify gaps, overlap in services, and inconsistencies in how
requirements and the specific district needs are being addressed. When a new mandate, requirement, or
need arises, a school district with alignment already in place will be better able to review their current
structures and confidently make decisions about how to address the requirement or need. Having
structure and processes in place through alignment would prevent reactive, quick fix decisions which
ultimately create costly inconsistencies and confusion for staff, students, families, and staff. From a
policy perspective, this study could provide both information and guidance for decision makers at both
the local- and state-level when considering how student support services can influence equitable student
outcomes. In this chapter, I outline the findings of the study as they address the research questions and
offer recommendations as they have emerged from the study.
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Research Question Discussion
Each research question is outlined below with a summary of how each is answered through the
study findings.
Research Question One
In considering research question one and the consistencies or inconsistencies between districtlevel and building-level staff and their understanding of a variety of student support services areas, there
is not an easy answer that fits every district studied. There are two main areas of consistency that exist
between district-level staff and building-level staff across all of the districts studied. First, every
participant interviewed expressed their desire to have streamlined, consistent practices within their
district. Whether this was a need for vertical alignment, a need for stronger system of data collection
within the district, or something more tangible like having the same intervention forms, consistency was
seen as important to all staff. Second, each participant recognized the need for a collaborative, systemic
approach to student support services. From the smallest participating district to the largest, each
participant I interviewed identified an area of consistency and an area of inconsistency within their
school district setting. Fullan and Quinn (2016) assert that in school districts, the problem is not the
absence of goals, but the presence of too many unconnected and ever-changing goals. The same authors
expand on this concept explaining, “multiple mandates from states and districts combine with the allure
of grants and innovations, resulting in overload and fragmentation” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 19).
In general, there are three main areas of inconsistency. First, the larger the school district, the
greater the inconsistencies between buildings and the district-level. Second, in each band, there were
inconsistencies in the understanding of student support services professional roles, responsibilities, and
how training and licensure translated into practice. Third, the convergence of general education,
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intervention, and special education process and practice is an area that is inconsistent across the
participating districts and often, between buildings in the same district.
Research Question Two
Participants in every school district band studied expressed the idea that consistent services
across a district equals strong student supports. How the approaches to communication, collaboration,
and leadership support or detract from the effectiveness of student support services is varied across the
participating districts. The Band Three school districts, the smallest districts in the study, have a unique
advantage in this area as student support services are very focused, and decisions can generally be made
quickly and collaboratively. This is not to say the larger school district bands are deficient in these areas,
rather, simply, there are more layers, levels, and people to consider in decision making in the larger
districts. The frustration associated with a lack of consistent practices and processes is echoed by
O’Reilly, et al (2018), who assert that the core challenge for successful mental health promotion is that
most school-based interventions reported tended to be short term with little long term follow up
(O’Reilly et al,. 2018).
Research Question Two Sub-Question
Overall, participants expressed the critical need for partnerships beyond the school district to
help meet student needs and shared examples of the valuable role played in the school setting by
community agencies and organizations. While there were a number of benefits to the school districts by
partnering with agencies and organizations, there were also consistent examples of challenges shared by
the participants. Finnegan and Daly (2017) warn of districts putting a “focus on going fast at the expense
of going far” (p. 29).
First, agencies and organizations are structured in different ways and are funded through
different sources which can lead to very different rules and regulations for school service. Agency staff
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may only be able to work with specific populations of students, or students may be required to meet
certain criteria in order to receive services regardless of the need. Second, there can be multiple agencies
and organizations involved in a school district with varied areas of focus, service or purpose. Having
additional supports is seen as helpful, but working with multiple agencies and organizations with
different processes and practices can make collaboration challenging. Third, community agencies and
organizations tend to be starting points for beginning practitioners which results in a high-rate of staff
turnover. Building relationships, collaborations, and working out practices and processes takes time.
Starting over on a regular basis with new practitioners is challenging for students, families and school
staff and unfortunately makes inconsistency of services the norm. One of the study participants
summarized partnerships with the following, “help is good, but where does it fit in? How do existing
services and new opportunities complement each other?”
Research Question Three
None of the participating districts had a formal evaluation process for student support services
and their contribution to equitable student outcomes. Consultation and consideration of services is more
extensive in some districts than others, but each district acknowledges the need for ongoing evaluation
and growth in evaluating effectiveness of student support services. In all of the participating districts,
specific needs are addressed as they are identified, but not always with a consistency or collaboration
within the system. Mandinach (2012) argued, “It is no longer acceptable to simply use anecdotes, gut
feelings, or opinions as the basis for decisions” (p. 71).
Research Question Three Sub-Question
The participating district- and building-level staff identified similar possibilities for enhancing
the evaluation of the effectiveness of student support services. First, data driven decision making is seen
as holding potential for evaluation for services. Some districts have stronger data driven decision
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making processes than others, but all refer back to needing more efficient ways of collecting and
analyzing data in order to make decisions. Second, a stronger consideration of consistency between
levels with staffing and services would provide valuable data in understanding the effectiveness of
services. With different staffing, roles and responsibilities within student support services in a district,
students and families have different experiences, processes, and practices at different buildings because
of staff inconsistencies which makes evaluation of services challenging.
Finnegan and Daly (2017) support this perspective, offering that educational systems succeed by
the virtue of their professionals. The same authors, citing social capital and social network theory,
persuade school districts to understand relationships as a resource for the organization and opportunities
for success, viewing networks as patterned structures of reciprocal relationships that support
collaboration and improvement (Finnegan & Daly, 2017).
Discussion Summary
There were themes I expected to emerge from the study data, some common to all three of the
school district bands and other unique to specific bands. An unexpected theme emerged from the data
related to regular education intervention and special education process that influenced the
recommendations of the study. Participants perspectives and experiences with student support services
during the shift to distance learning as a result of COVID-19 school closures in the spring of 2020
provided validation of the importance of student support services structures. The findings and their
connections to the research questions, study purpose and literature are discussed in what follows.
The benefits of having structures, processes, consistent programs, and trained school
professionals to address equitable student outcomes in the school setting are numerous. Findings from
the research support this statement. Each school district participant in the study expressed the desire to
have strong systems in place with professionals to support student needs. Strong systems with trained
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professionals increase the opportunity for every student and family to have access to support at school,
reducing the barriers that can frequently keep families from obtaining the support they need and want.
Kutash et al. (2006), supported this assertion, stating that approximately three-fourths of children who
receive any mental health service receive it through the school system. With a consistent support team at
each building, school professionals would be able to provide programs, resources, and address other
school and community specific needs for students and families.
Successful student support services are most effective when they are “implemented with quality
and sustained when aligned with district priorities and supported by principals, district administrators,
school boards, and teacher unions” (Greenberg et al., 2017). Student support structures within the school
setting have the most success when the structures are coordinated and aligned with the appropriate
professionals in place to provide the needed services. In one of the participating school districts, each
school has the same student support services structure to ensure coordination and alignment. The goal
for the district in utilizing a consistent structure of services is for each student and family to have access
to the same supports and services regardless of which school they attend. Roles are defined allowing
students, families, and staff to access and the appropriate services for their specific need.
Communication, collaboration and leadership were revealed in the findings as being critically
important in influencing student support services effectiveness. Cooper (2015) discussed methods
designed to improve an organization, specifically schools, can actually create more uncertainty, division,
and mistrust. The unexpected theme that emerged from the study findings, the disconnect between
general education prevention and intervention and special education process, was a strong example of
what can potentially happen when there is not a clear structure of communication, collaboration and/or
leadership. There is confusion for staff and families, which detracts from the main goal of prevention

91
and intervention- supporting students in their success and ultimately, achieving equitable student
outcomes.
The American Academy of Pediatrics (2004) found when prevention strategies are coordinated
by school-based professionals, who have a strong understanding of schools, they have the most success.
Community organizations and partnerships provide valuable services to the school districts participating
in the study. However, participants also shared examples of partnerships that did not function as
expected, only served a small number of students, or created challenges within the school setting. The
importance of evaluating and structuring services provided through organizations and partnerships
within the district’s existing student support services was emphasized by participants. School based
professionals like school counselors, school social workers, school psychologists and school nurses can
“coordinate services and align approaches to support skills and behaviors” (Greenberg et al., 2017). In
addition, the investment made in a structured, team approach to student services driven by school-based
professionals creates a more cost-effective option than the more common reactive, fractured services
often found in school systems (Eppler & Weir, 2009).
Student support services shifted dramatically in the spring of 2020 as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic and school closures in the state of Minnesota. As study participants shared their experiences
from distance learning, it became clear that school districts with strong student support services
structures prior to distance learning were able to more effectively shift their delivery model than those
districts who did not have solid structures in place. As stated earlier, an effective shift did not mean an
easy or less stressful transition, it simply means there was a structure in place to modify and adjust as
opposed to having to create a system to provide services. The delivery of student support services during
distance learning validated the importance of having strong structures in place to offer support and
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respond to student and family needs efficiently and effectively. In what follows, recommendations are
presented based on the connections between reviewed literature and the study findings.
Recommendations
The recommendations provided are based on the convergence of literature reviewed for the
purposes of this study and the research conducted with student support services professionals across the
state of Minnesota. I divided the recommendations into four sections for discussion: the student support
services audit, practices and processes, future research opportunities, and policy influence and advocacy.
The student support services audit offers an example of how school districts could evaluate their
current structures to determine alignment of roles and responsibilities within the scope of student
services to support equitable student outcomes. By analyzing the strengths, challenges and gaps that
exist within the current systems student support services staff could communicate findings and make
recommendations to the organization’s decision making leaders. The practices and processes section
follows the audit for the specific purpose of reviewing current structures, processes and practices and
how they influence equitable student outcomes. Included in the discussion is consistency as well as the
specific topics of general education intervention, professional development, and partnerships with
community agencies and organizations. The work of Lencioni (2012) in The Advantage, in
organizational health, is used to provide an organizational structure.
There are three areas outlined as future research opportunities emerging from the study. First, to
revisit the participating school districts working toward a model which includes more structure and
consistency within student support services. Second, to conduct a longitudinal study of how equitable
student outcomes are impacted by intervention programs being utilized by the participating school
districts. Third, to conduct research gathering perception data from local organizations and agencies,
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teachers, parents and students related to student support services and their effectiveness in supporting
equitable student outcomes.
Areas of policy influence and advocacy, as well as strategies, are discussed in this section with
the goal of creating real change toward achieving equitable student outcomes for the students of
Minnesota. Topics of recommendations include advocating for student support service models, pursuing
a common system to be used for early and consistent prevention and intervention in general education
with a clearly communicated pre-referral process for special education evaluation, and lobbying for
consistent funding for school districts to provide comprehensive, collaborative K-12 student support
services in every Minnesota school.
The Student Support Services Audit
My first recommendation is to propose an audit of student support services within the school
district to determine alignment of roles and responsibilities within the scope of student services to
support equitable student outcomes. In order to understand how student support services influences
equitable student outcomes, it is important to analyze the strengths, challenges and gaps that exist within
the current school district systems. Using the data gathered from an audit, student support services staff
could communicate findings and make recommendations to the organization’s decision making leaders.
The following is an example of an audit that could be used by school districts to evaluate current
systems and to make recommendations to departmental and district leadership based on the findings.
•

Who are the student services staff and what is their licensure, education, and training?
o School Counselors
o School Social Workers
o Special Education Specific Staff
o Mental Health Specialists
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o Other services
•

What are the responsibilities and specific expectations of student services staff?
o Federal, State and Local Level Requirements
o System Expectations
o Building Expectations
o Student and Parent Expectations

•

What are the best practices in student support services?
o Structures
▪

Across levels (Elementary/Secondary)

o Staffing
o Practices
•

How does district student support structure compare with best practice research?
o Strengths
o Gaps
o Overlap

•

How does the structure of student support services or, services provided, align with the
district’s mission with strategic direction?
o Equity Focus

•

What are other considerations in moving this work forward?
o Finances
o Conflicting practices and policies
o Consistent and common language
o Unintended consequences
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o Accountability
•

Are there recommendations to be made regarding student support services?

By conducting an audit of current student support services, the school district is able to use
gathered data and input to create the structure and systems needed to support the work of achieving
equitable outcomes for the district’s students. From Kotter’s (2012) Eight Step Change Model,
implementing models, processes, and systems that support and reflect the core messages, values, and
goals of the organization allow these ideals to become part of the organizational culture. It is at this
point where the specific findings of the study influence the work to be done with practices and
processes.
However, in order for the work of the audit to impact organizational culture, communication
about the information gained through the student services audit must be clear, consistent, and thorough.
Lencioni (2012) addressed the need for clear, consistent communication in the organization,
emphasizing relationships are the foundation. Relationships are built on trust, earned through honest,
dependable, and encouraging interactions, which in turn is established through communication (Cooper,
2015).
Practices and Processes
In a school district, the practices and processes of student support services can be described as
“how adults put things into motion for kids.” Using Lencioni’s (2012) work in organizational health as a
framework, practical strategies are offered for school districts to utilize in alignment not only of the
larger structure of student support services, but also the processes and practices that make up the day-today work.
Lencioni’s (2012) work offers a framework for “pre-work” to take place within an organization,
creating a team who is behaviorally aligned to lead the work. John Kotter’s (2012) work with
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organizational change also emphasized the creation of a core team made up of “influential people”
within the organization. Both authors advocate there be a group, or team, with a clear definition of what
the organization is about and where it is going. Applying this concept to the practices and processes of
student support services, the core team should be made up of district-level student support services
stakeholders and building-level student support staff.
Once there is a core student support services team, there are six fundamental questions designed
by Lencioni (2012) to create intellectual alignment on the team:
1)

Why do we exist?

2)

How do we behave?

3)

What do we do?

4)

How will we succeed?

5)

What is most important, right now?

6)

Who must do what?

Having a student services departmental leadership team clearly answer these questions
dramatically increases the department’s ability to work together to sustain aligned student support
services and to collaborate in the work of consistent practices and processes in the school district. In the
work of Lencioni (2012), communication is emphasized as critical to the success of the organization.
For example, if the student support services department is aligned behaviorally and intellectually, but are
not efficiently communicating, then the alignment of student support services will be unsustainable.
Lencioni (2012) stated, “The only way for people to embrace a message is to hear it over a period of
time, in a variety of situations, and preferably from different people” (p. 142). The entire department
needs to be clear on the purpose of student support services work, the behavioral expectations, and the
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individual role each member serves in contributing to supporting equitable outcomes for Minnesota’s K12 public school students.
Based on the study findings, specific attention should be given to the processes and practices of
general education intervention, professional development of licensed and non-licensed staff as it relates
to equity and access, and partnerships with community agencies and organizations. When evaluating,
modifying or creating the related processes and practices, care should be taken to consider the findings
of the school district’s student support services audit especially the strengths, gaps, and overlap. The
strengths should be the foundation of the processes and practices, and attention should be given to how
gaps in services will be addressed in process and practice. Finally, consideration should be given to
eliminating overlap, as identified in the audit, where it impedes or confuses the processes and practices
within student support services.
If intellectual and behavioral alignment are seen only as words put together by the top of the
organization, or by a core team of individuals, and shared once after being created, they mean nothing.
By intentionally implementing models, processes, and systems that support and reflect the core
messages, priorities, and goals of the organization, they become part of the organizational culture.
Lencioni (2012) believed human systems give an organization a structure for coordinating operations.
The concept of human systems as an organizational structure is easily applied to the alignment of
student support services as a strategy in ensuring equitable student outcomes. When the needs of
students are not being met with intention and purpose and the adults fail to have systems and structures
in place to meet student needs, decision makers are allowing students to fail.
Jacobson (2011) asserts that it is rare for schools to have the time and resources available to
create the conditions under which students are known to learn best, when their physical, mental,
emotional and other needs are being met. Perhaps the conclusion taken from Wahlstrom and York-Barr
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(2011) summarizes “the why” of this work: “A clear delineation of structures and expectations enables
the distribution of responsibility to become a road map for staying on course together” (p. 25). By
aligning student support services structures, we create the road map and all reach the same destination:
supporting equitable student outcomes.
Future Research Opportunities
There are three areas I recommend pursuing as future opportunities for research in ensuring
equitable student outcomes. First, to revisit the participating school districts working toward a model
which includes more structure and consistency within student support services. Second, conduct
longitudinal studies of how equitable student outcomes are impacted by intervention programs being
utilized by the participating school districts. And third, conducting research gathering perception data
from local organizations and agencies, teachers, parents and students related to student support services
and their effectiveness in supporting equitable student outcomes.
Revisit Participating School Districts
Each school district is continually and actively working to determine how to best meet the needs
of their students. For some districts this translates into vertical alignment of services, for another it is the
implementation of a specific prevention and intervention program like Multi-Tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) or Building Assets, Reducing Risks (BARR). And in other districts the work involves creating
consistent staffing structures, or what sounds simple, but is not, the creation of consistent process forms
across an entire district for intervention and 504 Accommodation Plans. Regardless of the district’s
specific focus, it would be worthwhile to re-visit the participating districts after a period of time to learn
about their progress and to gather advice to support the work of other Minnesota school districts.
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Longitudinal Study of Prevention and Intervention Programs
For participating school districts utilizing specific prevention and intervention programs, it
would be advantageous to conduct a longitudinal study of each prevention and intervention program and
how it influences equitable student outcomes. While there is strong research supporting the use of
programs like Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) or Building Assets, Reducing Risks (BARR),
understanding the implementation process and impact of the program from a school perspective would
give other Minnesota school districts valuable information to consider in their own program decisions.
In addition, how these programs influence general intervention structures, processes and the special
education pre-referral process could provide school districts with valuable data to be used in decision
making to support equitable student outcomes.
Expanding Participant Sample for Additional Perspectives
For the purposes of the current study, participants were limited to building-level and district-level
student support services staff. A future study including the perspectives of school staff, students, parents,
and members of the community may add new considerations for the work of student support services.
Perspectives may influence structures, practices, processes or may identify unanticipated areas for
school districts to consider in how they are meeting student needs.
Recommendations for Policy Advocacy/Influence
Recommendations for policy influence and advocacy are discussed with the goal of creating real
change in achieving equitable student outcomes for the students of Minnesota. Recommendations
include advocating for student support service models, pursuing a common system to be used for early
and consistent prevention and intervention in general education with a clearly communicated pre-referral
process for special education evaluation, and lobbying for consistent funding for school districts to
provide comprehensive, collaborative K-12 student support services in every Minnesota school.
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Concluding the section is a discussion of general considerations and strategies for policy advocacy and
influence for student support services.
Student Support Service Models
It would be helpful for school districts to have student support service models available to them
through the Minnesota Department of Education, professional organizations or through educational
institutions to help structure services to support equitable student outcomes. While there are different
studies about student support services that can be found through these organizations, I have not found
specific examples of models to consider when evaluating student support services structures within a
school district. Models should include and address: 1) information about the professionals of student
support services and their specific training and licensure for appropriate assignment of roles and
responsibilities within a model; 2) recommended staffing for elementary and secondary schools to
provide a collaborative team to provide prevention and intervention programs and strategies
developmentally appropriate and consistent from level-to-level; and 3) how problem-solving teams are
organized and function within each given model, specifically addressing accountability and process for
intervention and the pre-referral process. With student support services structure models available for
districts to consider, the stronger the decision making process will be in supporting equitable student
outcomes.
Common System of Early and Consistent Prevention and Intervention
A common system of early and consistent intervention in general education with a clearly
communicated pre-referral process for special education evaluation would be valuable. There is an over
representation of students of color in special education, discipline data, and other student outcome areas.
Change will not occur until there are strong interventions paired with consistent staffing to support
students and families throughout their K-12 educational career in prevention and intervention. School
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districts not only need research-based programs, strategies, and processes, but they also need the funding
to provide consistent staff and the necessary resources to truly implement and sustain the needed
prevention and intervention services for students.
Funding for Consistent Student Support Services
Consistent funding for school districts to provide comprehensive, collaborative K-12 student
support services in every Minnesota school is critical. School districts should not have to choose
between student support services and other staff or programs every year. Acknowledging there are
variables that impact funding levels for districts and schools, many of the participating districts
experienced regular shifts in staffing levels. Knowing early and consistent prevention and intervention
programs reduce costs for school districts in providing later, more costly intervention, it would seem an
investment in consistent funding for student support services would be widely supported.
Additionally, lawmakers should be engaged in understanding how school districts are utilizing
licensed mental health providers (LMHP) who provide services in the school setting to students with
appropriate health insurance. The Educator Policy Innovation Center (EPIC), asserted, “(LMHP’s) are
not licensed educators, are not under the jurisdiction of PELSB, MDE, or the district, and are not
available for all students in a school… many districts see these individuals as a cheaper alternative to
full-time staff…like counselors, psychologists, and social workers in schools” (EPIC, 2019).
General Policy Considerations
Student support services structure is a large undertaking to influence through policy.
Approaching this work using John Kotter’s (2012) Change Process for Success would be helpful in
framing the issue and guiding the influence of policy. Student support services structure is a large topic
with too many facets and stakeholders to effectively influence immediate work at the state or federal
level without having local support and examples to influence the larger work. Starting at the local level
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allows for the most impacted and influenced stakeholders to be a part of the process and implement
practices in a timely manner. Using a “balcony view” at the local level is much more manageable to start
with than the “balcony view” at the state or federal level.
Key stakeholders in the area of student support services are as varied as the services the
professionals provide. The professionals themselves have to be a driving force behind advocating for
increased structure and alignment of roles and responsibilities in the school setting to influence equitable
student outcomes. These professionals are the ones who understand and are trained in student
development, intervention, and the school setting. Additionally, these are the professionals who work
with the mandates, legislation and other requirements put forth to be managed and implemented in the
day-to-day functioning of student support services work. Other perspectives that need to be represented
in this work are students, parents, teachers, administrators, and a variety of departmental and districtlevel staff.
Closing Thoughts
The importance of student support services in achieving equitable student outcomes is best
summarized by one of the study participants:
[student support services is] often seen as the extras and people aren’t seeing the outcomes of
strong student support services. We’re not okay with only 85% of our kids getting what they
need. What’s happening with the other 15%? That’s where you find the difference student
support services makes- 100% of the students should get what they need.
Emphasized by Sheras and Bradshaw (2016), the role student support services professionals serve in
student achievement is critical and cannot be seen as an “add on” or ancillary service in the educational
setting.
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There is a sense of urgency to the work of aligning student support services to support equitable
student outcomes. Addressing the alignment of student support services to provide consistent, equitable
services in a systematic, organized manner is critical, but often skipped in the rush to add additional
personnel or to respond to legislation and/or policy. However, missing the step of coordinating services
in the organization prevents school-based professionals from efficiently and effectively reaching the
large number of students who are trying to access support. This lack of alignment and coordination of
services delays or duplicates interventions and responses to specific student needs because the same
students are accessing similar supports from different people stunting their own progress and preventing
other students from accessing supports.
With consistent supports across schooling levels relationships can be built and transitions can be
less stressful for both families and students. Eppler and Weir (2009) stated, “An effective
comprehensive school counseling program sees students, their families and the schools as connected
systems” (p. 502). A connected system approach in student service supports is one that has strong
structures, collaboration, and staff who are trained and licensed in their field. Having structures and
professionals in place as a team in the school setting provides the support needed to meet the
expectations of policies, mandates, and legislative requirements.

104
References
Adelman, H. & Taylor, L. (2000). Shaping the future of mental health in schools. Psychology in the
Schools, Vol 37(1), 2000.
Adelman, H. S., & Taylor, L. (2005). School-wide approaches to addressing barriers to learning and
teaching. Center for Mental Health in Schools, 1.
Allen, M., Burt, K., Bryan, E., Carter, D., Orsi, R. & Durkan, L. (2002). School counselor’s preparation
for and participation in crisis intervention. American School Counselor Association:
Professional School Counseling, 6(2), 96-102.
American Academy of Pediatrics. (2004). School-based mental health services. (Policy Statement).
(2004). Pediatrics, 113(6), 1839-45.
American Psychological Association. (2020). School Psychology.
https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/school
American School Counselor Association. (2019). Integrating services for safe and successful schools.
ASCA School Counselor. September/October 2019.
American School Counselor Association. (2020). The role of the school counselor.
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/asca/media/asca/Careers-Roles/RoleStatement.pdf
American School Counselor Association. (2020). School counseling during COVID-19.
https://www.schoolcounselor.org.
Ballard, K., Sander, M. & Kilmes-Dougan, B. (2004). School related and social emotional outcomes of
providing mental health services in schools. Community Mental Health Journal, 50, 145-149.
Basham, A., Appleton, V. E., & Dykeman, C. (2000). School crisis intervention: Building effective
crisis management teams. Counseling and Human Development, 33(3), 1.

105
Becker, B. & Luthar, S. (2002). Social-emotional factors affecting achievement outcomes among
disadvantaged students: Closing the achievement gap. Educational Psychologist, 37(4), 197214.
Belfield, C., Bowden, B., Klapp, A., Levin, H., Shand, R., & Zander, S. (2015). The
economic value of social and emotional learning. Center for Benefit-Cost Studies in Education.
Columbia University.
Bierschbach, B. (2020, March 16). Minnesota Governor Tim Walz closing K-12 schools as COVID-19
spreads. Retrieved from https://www.startribune.com.
Bishop, J. & Jackson, J. (2015). Fifty years later: A chance to get ESEA back on track. Education Policy
Analysis Archives. 23 (24).
Bowen, G. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative Research Journal,
vol 9, no 2.
Brackett, M. & Divecha, D. (2020, January 17). Sorry, there’s no easy toolkit for social-emotional
learning. But it’s worth the work. Education Week. www. Edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/01/22/
Cappella, E., Jackson, D., Bilal, C., Hamre, B. & Soule, C. (2011). Bridging mental health and education
in urban elementary schools: Participatory research to inform intervention development. School
Psychology Review, 40(4).486-508.
Chenail, R. (2011). Interviewing the investigator: Strategies for addressing instrumentation and
researcher bias concerns in qualitative research. The Qualitative Report, 16 (1), 255-262.
Cokley, K., Cody, B., Smith, L., Beasley, S., Miller, IS., Hurst, A., Awosogba, O., Stone, S. & Jackson,
S. (2015). Bridge over troubled waters: Meeting the mental health needs of black students. The
Phi Delta Kappan, 96(4), 40-45.

106
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). (n.d.) History of CASEL.
https://casel.org/
Connor, C. & Bohan, C. (2014). The Second World War’s impact on the progressive educational
movement: Assessing its role. Middle and Secondary Education Faculty Publications 74,
Georgia State University.
Creswell, J., & Poth, C. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing between five
designs. SAGE Publications.
Crowley, M., Greenberg, M., Jones, S. (2015). Early social emotional functioning and public health: The
relationship between kindergarten social competence and future
wellness. American Journal of Public Health, 105(11).
Damianakis, T., & Woodford, M.R. (2012). Qualitative research with small connected
communities: Generating new knowledge while upholding research ethics. Qualitative Health
Research, 22(5), 708-718. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732311431444.
Darling-Hammond, L., Flook, L., Cook-Harvey, C., Barron, B. & Osher, D. (2019). Implications for
educational practice of the science of learning and development, Applied Developmental
Science, DOI: 10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791
Duchnowski, A.J. & Kutash, K. (2011). School reform and mental health services for students with
emotional disturbances educated in urban schools. Education and Treatment of Children, 34(3).
DuFour, R. & Marzano, R. (2011). Leaders of learning: How district, school and classroom leaders
improve student achievement. Solution Tree Press.
Durlak, J., Dymnicki, A., Taylor, R., Weissberg, R., & Schellinger, K. (2011). The impact of enhancing
students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal
interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405-432.

107
Dwyer, K. (2002). Mental health in the schools. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 11(1), 101-111.
Education Minnesota Educator Policy Innovation Center (EPIC). (2019). Equitably meeting the needs of
the whole child: Minnesota’s critical need for related service providers and specialized
instructional support personnel. Building an equitable school system for all students and
educators, Section 7.
Education Minnesota Educator Policy Innovation Center (EPIC). (2019). Full-service community
schools. Building an equitable school system for all students and educators, Section 8.
Eppler, C. & Weir, S. (2009). Family assessment in K-12 settings: Understanding family systems to
provide effective, collaborative services. Psychology in the Schools, 46(6).
Fagen, T. (1990). A brief history of school psychology in the United States. Best Practices in School
Psychology, National Association of School Psychologists.
Finnegan, K. & Daly, A. (2017). The trust gap: Understanding the effects of leadership churn in school
districts. American Educator, Summer 2017.
Fraenkel, J., Wallen, N., & Hyun, H. (2019). How to design and evaluate research in education.
McGraw-Hill Education.
Franklin, C. (2005). The future of school social work practice: Current trends and opportunities.
Advances in Social Work 6(1), 167-181.
Fullan, M. & Quinn, J. (2016). Coherence: The right drivers in action for schools, districts, and systems.
Corwin Publishing.
Galman, S. (2013). The good, the bad, and the data: Shane the Lone ethnographer’s basic guide to
qualitative data analysis. Walnut Creek, California: Left Coast Press.
Greenberg, M., Domitrovich, C., Weissberg, R., & Durlak, J. (2017). Social and emotional learning as a
public health approach to education. Future of Children, 27(1), 13-32.

108
Guillemin, M. & Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, Reflexivity, and “Ethically Important Moments” in
Research. Qualitative Inquiry, 10(2), 261-280.
Gysbers, Norman C. (2001). School Guidance and Counseling in the 21st Century: Remember the Past
into the Future. Professional School Counseling, 5(2), 96-105.
Jacob, S. & Furgeson, S. (2012). Writing interview protocols and conducting interviews: Tips
for students new to the field of qualitative research. The Qualitative Report, 17(42). 110. https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol17/iss42/3/
Jacobson, Reuben, Hodges, Rita A. & Blank, M. (2011). Mutual support: The community schools
strategy. Principal Leadership, 12(2), 18-22.
Joe, S., Joe, E., & Rowley, L. (2009). Consequences of physical health and mental
illness risks for academic achievement in grades K-12. Review of Research in Education, 33,
283-309. www.jstor.org/stable/40588126
Johnson, B. & Christensen, L. (2008). Educational research: Quantitative, qualitative and
mixed approaches. Sage Publications.
Jones, D., Greenberg, M., & Crowley, M. (2015). Early social -emotional functioning and public health:
The relationship between kindergarten social competence and future wellness. American
Journal of Public Health.
Jones, S. & Bouffard, S. (2012). Social and emotional learning in schools from programs to strategies.
Social and Emotional Learning in Schools, Social Policy Report 26(4).
Jones, S. & Doolittle, E. (2017). Social and emotional learning: Introducing the issue. The Future of
Children, 27(1).
Kahn, S. (2014). Qualitative research method: Grounded theory. International Journal of Business and
Management, 9(11).

109
Kotter, J.P. (2012). Leading Change. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Review Press.
Kutash, K., Duchnowski, A. J. & Lynn, N, (2006). School-based mental health: An empirical guide for
decision-makers. University of South Florida, The Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health
Institute.
Lencioni, P. (2012). The advantage: Why organizational health trumps everything else in business.
Jossey-Bass.
Mandinach, E. (2012). A perfect time for data use: Using data-driven making to inform practice.
Educational Psychologist, 47(2), 71-85, 2012.
Maxwell, J. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd edition). Sage
Publications.
Merriam, S. & Tisdell, E. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. JosseyBass.
Minnesota COVID-19 Response. (2020). Safe Learning Plan for the 2020-2021 School Year.
https://mn.gov/covid19/for-minnesotans/safe-learning-plan/overview.jsp
Minnesota Department of Education. (2019). The State of Our Students. education.mn.gov
Minnesota Department of Education. (2018). Every Student Succeeds Act: Minnesota State Plan
Executive Summary. https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/ESSA/mnstp/
Minnesota Department of Education. (2020). Individualized education program (IEP), evaluations and
eligibility. Education.mn.gov.
Minnesota Department of Education. (2015). Improving the academic performance of underachieving
students through a multi-tiered system of early intervention and instructional support.
Education.mn.gov.

110
Minnesota Department of Education. (2020). Healthy Schools: COVID 19 Updates.
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/health/covid19/distleanweb/
Minnesota Department of Education. (2020). Data Center: Schools, districts and teachers at a glance.
https://public.education.mn.gov/MDEAnalytics/Summary.jsp
Minnesota Department of Education. (2014). Student support services: Team staffing approach.
Report to the Minnesota Legislature.
Minnesota Department of Education. (2020). Supporting students and families COVID-19 resources.
https://www.education.mn.gov
Minnesota Department of Health. (2020). Supporting mental well-being during COVID-19.
https://www.health.state.mn.us.
Minnesota Legislature Office of the Revisor of Statutes. (2018). Minnesota Administrative Rules
8710.6400 SCHOOL COUNSELOR. https://www.revisor.mn.gov/rules/8710.6400/.
Minnesota School Social Workers Association. (2019). Overview of School Social Work Services.
http://www.msswa.org/resources/
Moon, J., Williford, A. & Mendenhall, A. (2017). Educators’ perceptions of youth mental health:
Implications for training and the promotion of mental health services in schools. Children and
Youth Services Review, 73, 384-391.
Morgan, D. (2014). Pragmatism as a paradigm for social research. Qualitative Inquiry, 20(8) 1045–
1053.
Murphey, D. & Sacks, V. (2019). Supporting students with adverse childhood experiences. American
Educator.
Naderifar, M., Goli, H. & Ghaljaie, F. (2017). Snowball sampling: A purposeful method of sampling in
qualitative research. Strides in Development of Medical Education. September;14(3).

111
National Association of School Nurses. (2016). The role of the 21st century school nurse:
Position statement. https://www.nasn.org/advocacy/professional-practice-documents/positionstatements/ps-role
National Association of School Nurses. (2020). Healthy communities- Role of the school nurse: Position
statement. https://www.nasn.org/advocacy/professional-practice-documents/positionstatements/ps-healthy-communities
National Association of School Psychologists. (2016). School based mental health services: Improving
student learning and well-being. https://www.nasponline.org/resources-andpublications/resources-and-podcasts/mental-health/school-psychology-and-mentalhealth/school-based-mental-health-services
National Association of Social Workers. (2020). School social workers.
https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/School-Social-Work
National School Board Association. (2016). Educational Equity: What does it mean? How do we know
when we reach it? Center for Public Education, January 2016.
https://www.nsba.org//media/NSBA/File/cpe-educational-equity-research-brief-january-2016.
National School Social Worker Association of America. (n.d.) History of School Social Work.
https://www.sswaa.org/history
Niforos, A. (2016). Middle school counselors’ use of academic interventions to enhance student success.
Publication No. 10169323) [Doctoral dissertation, Oakland University]. ProQuest Dissertation
Publishing.
Noy, C. (2008). Sampling knowledge: The hermeneutics of snowball sampling in qualitative research.
International Journal of Social Research Methodology, Vol 11, No 4, p.327-344.

112
Oberle, E., Domitrovich, C., Meyers, D. & Weissberg, R. (2016). Establishing systematic social and
emotional learning approaches in schools: A framework for schoolwide implementation.
Cambridge Journal of Education, 46(3), 277-297.
O’Reilly, M., Svirydzenka, N., Adams, S. & Dogra, N. (2018) Review of mental health promotion
interventions in schools. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 53, 647-662.
Paternite, C. (2005). School -based mental health programs and services: Overview and introduction to
the special issue. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 33(6), 657-663.
Reilly, K. (2020). The achievement gap is ‘more glaring than ever’ for students dealing with school
closures. Time Magazine: April 6, 2020.
Rossen, E. & Cowan, K. (2015). Improving Mental Health in Schools. The Phi Delta Kappan, 96(4), 813.
Sandoval, J. (2013). Crisis counseling, intervention and prevention in the schools. Routledge.
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/cusp-ebooks/detail.action?docID=1143690.
Schlozman, S. (2003). The shrink in the classroom. Educational Leadership, 60(5), 80.
School Social Work Association of America. (2020). COVID-19 Resources. https://www.sswaa.org
Sheras, P., & Bradshaw, C. (2016). Fostering policies that enhance positive school environment. Theory
Into Practice, 55(2), 1-14.
Steen, S., & Noguera, P. (2010). A broader and bolder approach to school reform: Expanded partnership
roles for school counselors. Professional School Counseling, 14(1), 42-52.
Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for
developing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage Publications, Inc.

113
Strauss, V. (2020, April 14). How covid-19 has laid bare the vast inequities in U.S. public education. The
Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2020/04/14/how-covid-19-haslaid-bare-vast-inequities-us-public-education/
Sulkowski, M. & Michael, K. (2014). Meeting the mental health needs of homeless students in schools:
A multi-tiered system of support framework. Children and Youth Services Review, 44, 145-151.
Sullivan, J. & Castro-Villarreal, F. (2013) Special education policy, response to intervention, and the
socialization of youth. Theory Into Practice, 52(3), 180-189.
Swick, D. & Powers, J. (2018). Increasing access to care by delivering mental health services in schools:
The school-based support program. School Community Journal, 28(1).
Turner, D.W. (2010). Qualitative interview design: A practical guide for novice investigators. The
Qualitative Report, 15(3), 754-760. http://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol15/iss3/19
United States Department of Education (n.d.). Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).
https://www.ed.gov/essa
Urban, W. J., & Wagoner, J. L. J. (2013). American education: A history. https://ebookcentral-proquestcom.ezproxy.csp.edu
Verges, J. (2020, April 19). Twin Cities schools report widespread online-attendance absences as
students start learning from home. St. Paul Pioneer Press. Retrieved from
https://www.twincitiies.com.
Vollstedt, M. & Rezat, S. (2019). An introduction to grounded theory with a special focus on axial
coding and the coding paradigm. Springer International Publishing.
Wahlstrom, K. & York-Barr, J. (2011). Leadership support and structures make the difference for
educators and students. Journal of Staff Development. 32(4), 22-26.

114
Weist, M., Goldstein, J., Evans, S., Lever, N., Axelrod, J., Schreters, R., & Pruitt, D. (2003). Funding a
full continuum of mental health promotion and intervention programs in the schools. Journal of
Adolescent Health, 32S, 70-78.
Weist, M., Ambrose, M., Lewis, C. (2006). Expanded school mental health: A collaborative communityschool example. Children & Schools, 28, 45-50.
World Health Organization. (2004). Promoting mental health summary report.
https://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/en/promoting_mhh.pdf
Wright, P. & Wright, P. (2018). Wrightslaw: Special education law (2nd ed.). Harbor House
Law Press, Inc.

115
Appendix A: IRB Approval Letter

116
Appendix B: Letter of Introduction to District Leader
Greetings,
You are receiving this letter as a school district leader in Minnesota to invite your participation and ask
your permission to include your school district in a study related to student support services. The
purpose of the study is to understand how student support services in your school district are aligned, or
not aligned, to support equitable student outcomes. This study is being conducted as part of the doctoral
studies of the researcher and results of the study will be presented in a dissertation. The goals of the
study are to understand participant experiences as a student support services professional at the district
or building level. Specifically, I will ask study participants questions related to their experiences,
perspective, and knowledge of how student support services are structured, maintained, and evaluated
within the school district.
There are no anticipated risks to participating in this research study. Your school district’s identity will
be protected via the use of a pseudonym in documents relating to the study and the paper presenting the
results of the study. Information from this study may benefit others now or in the future as I learn more
about alignment of student support services in Minnesota public schools. The results of this research
may help student support services decision makers and professionals gain insights into how alignment of
student support services could contribute to equitable student outcomes.
I would appreciate the opportunity to discuss the research study and your district’s possible participation
in greater detail at your earliest convenience. I will make myself available in person, by virtual meeting,
or by phone whenever your schedule allows.
Thank you for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you about a time to further discuss
your school district’s participation in this study.

Sincerely,
Jackie Trzynka, Researcher
Kate Maguire, Dissertation Chair
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Appendix C: Outline of Meeting with District Student Support Services Leader
1. Introduction
2. Purpose of Study
a. Research Questions
b. Practical Applications
3. Participants
a. District and Building Student Support Staff
b. Interview Topics
c. Participant Consents/Protections
d. Time Commitment
4. Logistics
a. Communication
b. Identification of Participants
c. Timeframe
5. Questions/Concerns
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Appendix D: Sample Introduction Letter from District Lead to Student Support Services Staff

Date
Dear Minnesota Public School District Student Support Services Staff,

On behalf of Concordia University, St. Paul, I am writing to grant permission for Jacqueline Trzynka, a
doctoral student from CSP, to conduct interviews with student support services staff in order to gather
data for her research study. Ms. Trzynka’s research study, The Alignment of Student Support Services
in Minnesota K-12 Public Schools, seeks to understand how student support services structures in
Minnesota school districts contribute to equitable student outcomes.

She will be contacting student support services staff in our district to make arrangements to conduct
interviews about the structures, policies, processes and roles of these services in our district.

We are happy to participate in this study and to contribute to research that supports the work of equitable
student outcomes in Minnesota. I wholeheartedly encourage student support services staff to participate
in this research study.

Sincerely,

Name
Title
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Appendix E: Invitation to Student Support Services Staff to Participate in Research

Greetings,
You are receiving this letter to determine your interest in participating in a research study with the
purpose of understanding how student support services in your school district are aligned, or not aligned,
to support equitable student outcomes. This study is being conducted as part of the doctoral studies of
the researcher and results of the study will be presented in a dissertation. The goals of the study are to
understand participant experiences as a student support services professional at the district or building
level. Specifically, I will ask you questions related to your experiences, perspective, and knowledge of
how student support services are structured, maintained, and evaluated within your school district.
Participants who express interest will be selected to be a part of a semi-structured interview with the
researcher. Participant identities will be protected via the use of a pseudonym in documents relating to
the study and the paper presenting results of the study. Participants who are selected should expect to
spend approximately one to two hours in an interview setting.
There are no anticipated risks to participating in this research study. Information from this study may
benefit others now or in the future as I learn more about alignment of student support services in
Minnesota public schools. The results of this research may help student support services decision
makers and professionals gain insights into how alignment of student support services could contribute
to equitable student outcomes.
Thank you for your consideration. I look forward to hearing from you about your possible interest in this
study.

Sincerely,
Jackie Trzynka, Researcher
Kate Maguire, Dissertation Chair
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Appendix F: Consent Form for Participation
Greetings,
My name is Jackie Trzynka, a doctorate student at Concordia University, St. Paul. I am conducting a
study on the alignment of student support services in Minnesota. You have been selected to participate
in this study. As a participant, you will participate in an interview. Sessions will be recorded for
reliability purposes. The interview will take approximately one hour.
In order to protect the confidentiality of all participants in the study, the following numerical coding
procedures will be followed:
● All participants will be assigned a code number.
● Participants’ names will not be placed on any assessment materials.
● Only the researcher, advisor, and transcriber will have access to the recordings.
● The key for the coding system and all project materials will be kept in locked storage.
● Upon completion of the project, the key for the codes will be destroyed.
Before publishing, participants will be provided with the results of the study and will have an
opportunity to add to or clarify the findings before the paper is published.
A copy of this consent form is provided to each participant. Additional information concerning the
procedures of this research project can be obtained by contacting the following individuals
Jackie Trzynka, Doctoral Candidate
TrzynkaJ@csp.edu
612-849-8931
Kate Maguire, Dissertation Chair
MaguireK@csp.edu
Institutional Review Board, Concordia St. Paul
203 Thompson Hall
651-641-8723
irb@csp.edu
I have read the description of the above research study and agree to participate. I understand that
participation is on a voluntary basis and I may withdraw from the project at any time. I also
understand that I will receive a copy of this consent form and may request a copy of the major findings
of the study at the conclusion of the project.
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Appendix G: Interview Questions

Participant Demographic/Identifying Information (for researcher only)
•
•
•
•

Name and Current Role
School District/Current Site
Age/Gender/Race
Profession/Position and Time in Profession/Position/District

Specific Roles, Responsibilities and Structures of Student Support Staff
Who are the student services staff in your school district by licensure? Is this consistent in every level
(e.g.: Elem/MS of JH/HS) and every building?
Is there a designated person or persons to directly oversee student support services within the district?
Within each school?
(Follow-up Questions: What are their specific responsibilities related to this role? What is their
experience with student support services?)
What are the roles and responsibilities of each (individual or group) student services professional? (e.g.:
Federal, State and Local Level Requirements, System Expectations, Building Expectations, Student and
Parent Expectations).
(Follow-up Questions: How are roles, responsibilities and expectations monitored? How are
professionals held accountable for their roles and responsibilities?)
How are student support services structures (including roles, responsibilities, expectations) structured or
aligned and communicated within the district and to those outside of the district?
(Follow-up Questions: Is there any form of evaluation or audit that takes place within student
support services to determine needs are being met within the current structure?)

How Responsibilities and Duties are Assigned to Staff
How were current responsibilities and duties assigned to student support services staff? Was/is there a
decision-making model or research-based practice used?
When there is a new mandate, legislation, or other requirement brought to the district that falls under the
umbrella of student support services, how are these duties or responsibilities assigned?
(Follow-up Questions: What are the considerations used in making these decisions? How are
they communicated to staff and shared with other stakeholders?
How are equitable student outcomes and access to student support services considered in the assignment
of responsibilities and duties to student support services staff?
(Follow-up Questions: How are new student support services funding sources, outside resources,
partnerships (cost or no cost) evaluated for inclusion within the current student support services
structures?)
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How have partnerships with agencies or organizations outside of the school district enhanced student
support services within your district and building?
(Follow-up Questions: Have there been partnerships with agencies and organizations outside of
the school district that have had impacted student support services negatively in your district and
building?)

Alignment and Access to Services
How do the stakeholders know who to access within student support services for their specific need and
how to connect with them? Are there barriers to accessing student support services within your district
and/or building?
(Follow-up Questions: If so, what and why do you believe they exist? If no, how do you believe
they have been anticipated and/or addressed?)
Explain how student support services professionals collaborate within your district and within your
specific building. What are the expectations for communication around practices, policies, and
procedures within your specific professional group and within the larger student support services staff?

