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Build. Incredible. Limbs.
Do you know a student who would enjoy a career 
that blends art, science, technology, healthcare, and 
creativity? A career in orthotics and prosthetics offers 
all this and more.

Orthotics and prosthetics (O&P) is the evaluation, 
fabrication, and custom fitting of orthopedic braces, 
known as “orthoses,” and artificial limbs, known as 
“prostheses.” O&P professionals are a crucial part of 
the healthcare team, working directly with patients, 
physicians, physical and occupational therapists, 
nurses, and other care providers. 

O&P offers a range of exciting careers including fitter, 
pedorthist, technician, assistant and practitioner. All 
are rewarding careers in great demand throughout 
the country. The O&P industry continues to grow as 
diabetes becomes a more prominent disease in the 
U.S. and as new advances in engineering continue 
to create new possibilities for cutting edge O&P 
devices. With as little as one semester students can 
start their career in the O&P industry. With a two year 
degree in the O&P field students will be at the top of 
this exciting industry!

Practitioners  $ 75,300

Assistants       $ 43,000

Technicians    $ 45,630

Pedorthists    $ 52,065

Fitters               $ 39,500

Average Total 
Compensation 
by Certification*

Orth
otics, Prosthetics, & Pedorthics

 CAREERS CONSORTIUM CAREERS CONSORTIUM

Disclaimer: The HOPE Careers Consortium is funded by a grant awarded by the US 
Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration. The Jobs for Veterans Act 
(Public Law 107-288) requires grantees to provide priority of service for veterans and spouses 
of certain veterans for the receipt of employment, training, and placement services in any job 
training program directly funded, in whole or in part, by the US Department of Labor.  Century 
College does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, 
age, disability, or sexual orientation in employment or the provision of services.

For more  
information visit 
HopeCareers.org

* American Orthotic and Prosthetic Association 
(AOPA), 2013 Compensation and Benefits Report. 
Note: Compensation varies based on factors such 
as geographic location, years of experience, 
practice setting, and benefits.

http://defended.eu/ero4
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I am Too Good...
...because I am confident and ready to learn.

Too Good builds social, emotional competency through fun, interactive lessons 
and activities that let students try on and practice social skills to build character, 
prevent substance abuse, and promote peaceful living.
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The acts of violence and the consistent feeling of 
tension have left me to wonder why our country 
has become so angry. It perplexes me that stu-

dents can go from smiling and happy in one breath and 
screaming shouts of threats in the next breath. Anger 
seems to go from zero to 100 in less than 60 seconds.

Factors that may contribute to school violence in-
clude: social media, bullying, dating violence, gang vio-
lence, hate crimes, prejudice, racism, home environment, 

depression, stress and anxiety, media effects, lack of guidance, lack of 
counseling, and weapons. Many students do not feel safe in their schools. 
Schools are taking a variety of measures to improve school safety. These 
measures include the use of metal detectors, the presence of school liaison 
officers, policies of rules and regulations regarding student conduct and 
dress codes, anti-bullying instruction and prevention, profiling potentially 
violent students, counseling, and mediation. 

The Rand Corporation examined the literature regarding these programs 
that are being implemented into the schools and found that only a handful 
have been evaluated. With this being the case, how do schools determine 
what programs to use and how do they know if the program is effective? 

At present, schools are charged with evaluating violence prevention 
programs and their school policies to determine what is necessary in their 
school buildings to deter violent behavior. It is not always possible to pre-
dict behavior that will lead to violence. However, educators, parents, and 
sometimes students can recognize early warning signs. 

PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

FROM ZERO TO 100 IN 
LESS THAN 60 SECONDS
BY SHERRI McLAUGHLIN
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Show the world you’re a  
SCHOOL COUNSELOR,  
not a “guidance” counselor. 

Join or renew by Feb. 28, 2016, to receive 
this free T-shirt as our thank you for your 
membership. Want your shirt in time 
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Most children who become vio-
lent toward themselves or others 
feel rejected and psychologically 
victimized. In most cases, children 
exhibit aggressive behavior early 
in life and, if not provided sup-
port, will continue to a progressive 
developmental pattern toward 
severe aggression or violence. Early 
warning signs can serve as an aid 
to identify and refer children who 
might need help. These warning 
signs are not intended to be used 
as a measure against a child, but 
as a reference to use as a possible 
indicator that a child may need a 
support system. 

Early warning signs include:
n	 A history of discipline problems
n	 Uncontrollable anger
n	 Social withdrawal
n	 A history of violence or aggres-

sive behavior
n	 Intolerance of others
n	 Racist or prejudiced attitudes 
n	 Excessive feelings of rejection
n	 Being a victim of violence
n	 Low school interest
n	 Poor academic performance
n	 Verbal, non-verbal, or written 

expressions of violence
n	 Patterns of impulsive behaviors
n	 Bullying behaviors
n	 Excessive feelings of isolation 

and loneliness
n	 Feelings of being persecuted
n	 Inappropriate access to fire-

arms
n	 Drug and/or alcohol use and 

abuse
n	 Gang affiliation
n	 Serious threats of violence

No single warning sign can 
predict that a student will become 
violent or dangerous. However, 
imminent warning signs are usually 
evident to more than one person 
and can indicate that danger is 
highly possible. The safety of the 

student and others must come first. 
Action must be taken immediately 
if a student displays imminent 
warning signs, such as:

n	 Severe destruction of property
n	 Severe rage for minor reasons
n	 Threats of lethal violence
n	 A detailed plan to carry out 

threats of violence
n	 Serious physical fighting 
n	 Self-injurious behaviors
n	 Threats of suicide
n	 Possession of weapons
The goal is to stop school vio-

lence. Prevention and educational 
programs are essential to the goal. 
School counselors are a key com-
ponent to work not only with the 
victims, but also with the perpetra-
tor of violence. Community out-
reach programs and support are 
also necessary. We need to change 
our culture. Our society has be-
come a victim of instant gratifica-
tion and therefore people feel en-
titled. If our demands are not met 
at the time of request, we become 
agitated to the point of anger and 
acting out. Emotional preparedness 
needs to be as much a part of our 
curriculum as college and career 
readiness. Meditation, relaxation, 
coping skills, and emotional intel-
ligence are all essential elements in 
reducing and helping to eliminate 
violence across the board. 

Contact Sherri McLaughlin, Illinois School 

Counseling Association president and JHS 

school counselor, at smclaughlin@jsd117.org.

Imminent warning signs 

are usually evident to 

more than one person 

and can indicate that 

danger is highly possible. 

Show the world you’re a  
SCHOOL COUNSELOR,  
not a “guidance” counselor. 

Join or renew by Feb. 28, 2016, to receive 
this free T-shirt as our thank you for your 
membership. Want your shirt in time 
to wear for National School Counseling 

Week? Then make sure you join or 
renew before Jan. 22, 2016, to 

ensure it arrives in time.

Not currently 
nearing your renewal 
date? No problem, 
just renew before the 
deadline, and we’ll 
add a full year onto 
whenever you were 
set to expire.

Join or renew online  
at www.school 
counselor.org/
join using the 
promo code 
TNEW. This offer 
is for professional 
members paying 
annually. Available  
in the U.S. only.

PUT THE SCHOOL IN 
COUNSELOR
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If you live, eat and breathe to make your school counseling 
program the best it can be, then you’re ready to apply for the 
Recognized ASCA Model Program (RAMP) designation. Based 
on the ASCA National Model, RAMP is a recognition program 
for individual schools committed to delivering a comprehensive, 
data-driven program. Being a RAMP school has lots of benefits. 
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to RAMP?

To learn more or to start the 
application process, visit  
www.schoolcounselor.org/RAMP.
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M illions of children in the 
United States witness 
violence in their homes. 

Domestic violence impacts families, 
schools, and entire communities on 
multiple levels. As a group, children 
are the most vulnerable and suffer 
long-term consequences from wit-
nessing the violence. “Witnessing” 
may include direct observations of 
an incident, hearing violence from 
another location in the house, see-
ing the resulting physical trauma, 
being used as a shield during epi-
sodes, or being forced/manipulated 
to participate in the violence. These 
children are referred to as “children 
of domestic violence.” The greater 
awareness of this issue has resulted 
in a paradigm shift for schools from 
“what if” to “when” to expect the 
collision between domestic vio-
lence and schools. 

During ASCA’s 2015 National 
Conference, we conducted a survey 
at the Childhood Observers of 
Domestic Violence workshop and 
discovered that:

n	 94% of practicing school 
counselors had intervened with 
children of domestic violence

n	 77% had assisted a parent or 
staff member involved with 
domestic violence

n	 26% of school counselors re-
ceived some training in domes-
tic violence during graduate 
school

Administrators and counselors 
need to be better prepared to 
respond to children of domestic 
violence. This article addresses 
specific intervention strategies and 
the main barriers school counselors 
face when intervening.

PRINCIPAL/COUNSELOR 
COLLABORATION 
The time to prepare for any school-
related crisis is not in the midst of 
the crisis. Principals and school 
counselors who have shared their 
own professional training and 
personal views (and biases) with 
one another regarding children of 
domestic violence will have greater 
success when confronted with 
the crisis. A best practice includes 
a clear, shared understanding of 
reporting guidelines, intervention 
strategies, and resources. Schedule 
these meetings before the start of 
each school year.

MULTIGENERATIONAL 
EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE 
It is clear that the damaging effects 
of domestic violence can continue 
through each generation. What 
may seem familiar or normal for 
families caught in the cycle of do-
mestic violence may appear as an 
obvious concern to staff. Be mind-
ful and cautious when using such 
terms as “victim,” “batterer,” and 
“denial,” and adjust to the terminol-
ogy used by the student or family 
member. It is extremely important 

WHEN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE, 
CHILDREN AND SCHOOLS COLLIDE
BY KENNETH W. ELLIOTT, CHERYL L. LIDIA, AND JUDITH K. ELLIOTT

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10
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to remember that both the per-
petrator and the parent victim will 
often minimize and deny the harm-
ful effects on the adult victim. This 
is especially true when it comes to 
implied harm to children of domes-
tic violence. Both perpetrators and 
victims often convince themselves 
that their children have averted any 
perceivable harm from exposure to 
the violence. We encourage you to 
augment staff development with 
trainings in the multigenerational 
effects of domestic violence. 

SYSTEMIC RESPONSES 
FROM THE SCHOOL 
COMMUNITY 
In cases of reporting child physical 
or sexual abuse, school staff, as a 
group, still underreport. Certainly 
underreporting in cases of children 
of domestic violence occurs due to 
a lack of visible injuries. This sys-
temic response (or lack thereof) 
is a direct result of staff members’ 
own family and personal histories, 
which can belie levels of education 
and training. As school leaders, our 
best practice would be to remain 
mindful and true to the ethics of our 
profession. The National Association 
of Elementary School Principals, 
National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, and American 
School Counselor Association all 
have ethical guidelines that identify 
the well-being of the individual stu-
dent as a primary responsibility. 

SYSTEMIC RESPONSES  
FROM CHILD WELFARE
As school counselors and adminis-
trators, our reporting of suspected 
emotional abuse in children of do-
mestic violence and our advocacy 
efforts may be hindered by the 
very institutions created to protect 
children. Just as our own educated 
and trained school staff may ex-
perience minimization and denial 
when dealing with children of do-
mestic violence, child welfare staff 
can also have personal experiences 
that influence decision making. Ed-

ucate yourself on specific domestic 
violence laws in your state and any 
specific citations regarding chil-
dren of domestic violence. It also 
behooves school counselors and 
administrators to follow the investi-
gating agencies’ chain of command 
when you feel a decision is contra-
indicated for a child’s well-being. 
Documentation and follow-up on 
the status of investigations are also 
good practices. 

INTERVENTION 
STRATEGIES
The below suggested strategies 
provide a guide to follow. Adapt 
your own clinical theoretical ap-
proach to these steps with caution, 
as victims may respond differ-
ently than most students walking 
into your office. We would never 
presume to tell you which theory to 
select; our hope is that the theory 
you use follows ethical principles of 
beneficence and malfeasance. For 
discussion purposes, the theories 
used by the coauthor (KE) dur-
ing similar interventions include a 
combination of solution-focused 
and systemic theories. The steps in-

clude: effective principal/counselor 
teamwork, joining, understanding 
behavior, attending to the process, 
and aftercare/follow-up. 

Effective Principal/School 
Counselor Teamwork
It is a best practice to include the 
principal when any referral to child 
protective services has been made. 
Different districts have differing 
reporting policies; become famil-
iar with local guidelines. Domestic 
violence is always complicated and 
children of domestic violence do 
not all respond the same. Having 
the support and trust of the prin-
cipal is invaluable. Knowing that 
he or he supports you if implied 
or direct threats come your way 
as a result of advocating for a 
traumatized child is fundamental. 
A systems approach allows for 
meaningful communications with 
administration while maintaining 
flexibility and understanding from 
other players on the team.

Joining
Joining with the child or even 
members from the dysfunctional 
family is critical to help establish 
change for the child. The process 
of joining is central to a solution-
focused approach and demon-
strates to the child (or family) that 
we understand their worldview and 
we will work efficiently in finding 
options. Several techniques can 
fast-forward information gathering, 
which can be critical in domestic 
violence situations.

n	 Scaling Questions: “On a scale 
from 0 to 10, with 0 being the 
most frightened the violence 
has made you and 10 meaning 
that you are not concerned for 
safety at all, where are you this 
morning?” 

n	 Miracle Question: “Suppose we 
were to wave a magic wand, 
and there was a miracle and 
the problem was solved…How 
would you know? What would 
be different?”

Both perpetrators and 

victims often convince 

themselves that their 

children have averted any 

perceivable harm from 

exposure to the violence. 
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n	 Normalizing the Problem: (to 
be used in such cases as the 
child’s adaptive behaviors—not 
to ever normalize the violence 
in the home!) “I hear you are 
upset that you haven’t been 
able to finish homework at 
home when they fight. Well, I 
am amazed that you decided 
to keep safe and keep the lights 
off in your room. Your safety is 
what is most important.”

n	 Reframing or Compliments: 
“You say you think you are 
going ‘crazy’ because of the 
violence between your parents, 
yet I am very impressed that 
you are still able to get yourself 
up in the morning and get to 
school each day.”

Joining is also a systems ap-
proach and conveys to the child 
(or members of the family) that we 

are on their side, we will work with 
them, and we are sensitive to their 
problems. Joining does not equate 
to acceptance of the violence 
either overtly or covertly. Please 
understand that domestic violence 
can lead to life-threatening situa-
tions and to ignore such behavior 
can increase the risks. For younger 
children, fast-forward information 
gathering might include: 

n	 Drawing/Coloring: children 
draw their own version of a 
genogram while they explain 
the picture. It quickly provides 
a snapshot of the various mem-
bers of the household and their 
roles or adaptations during the 
violence. This is child focused 
and not a formal assessment. 

n	 Family Rules: asking about a 
child’s overt and covert family 
rules can help provide a quick 

snapshot of how the family 
functions within the context 
of violence. Be mindful of any 
mention of rules regarding fam-
ily secrets.

Understanding Behavior
Most children have developed cop-
ing mechanisms for surviving the 
violence, albeit some coping skills 
may be maladaptive. Solution-
focused counselors understand 
that the child (or adult victim) 
knows what is best for them. This 
strengths-based model recognizes 
the resiliency and creativity the 
child has developed in adapting 
to the violence. Recognizing and 
building upon the child’s proven 
solutions, the counselor praises 
efforts, yet collaboratively works 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 12

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Center for Applications of Psychological Type, Inc.  •  For more information, call 800.777.2278

Get certified to use the MMTIC® Personality Type Indicator for Children
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with the student in replacing any 
maladaptive coping techniques 
with healthier ones. Systems theory 
enables the counselor to communi-
cate with administration and teach-
ers about the importance of under-
standing self-defeating behaviors 
observed in the school setting. This 
provides greater insight when deci-
sions need to be made. 

Attending to the Process
When an administrator or counselor 
believes that a child of domestic 
violence is being harmed emotion-
ally, an appropriate referral should 
be made. Depending on the case, 
law enforcement, child protective 
services, or both may be involved. 

Consult with one another and 
consider any outside consultation 
before deciding to first contact the 
parents. With the overwhelming evi-
dence supporting the minimization 
or denial of the damaging effects on 
children, we do not want to place 
the child in greater harm’s way. 

Aftercare/Follow-up
Even when outside agencies have 
been involved, the child often 
returns to the same school, some-
times under the care of the parents, 
another family member, or foster 
care. No matter the outcome, a 
systemic awareness and continued 
communication with the guardians 
is important. Providing stability and 

follow-up is critical, not only for the 
child but for systemic change for 
the entire family. 

 Although addressing the com-
plexities of intervening with children 
of domestic violence can appear 
daunting, we believe that it is an in-
dispensible task accorded all school 
counselors and administrators. 

Kenneth Elliott, Ph.D., LMFT, CCDVC, is a 

school counselor and Cheryl Lidia, M.Ed., 

is a school administrator, both at Choctaw 

Elementary School in Choctaw, OK. Contact 

them at kelliott@cnpschools.org and  

clidia@cnpschools.org. Judith Elliott, MSW, 

LCSW, ACSW, is a clinical social worker. 

For further information, see ASCA School 

Counselor, Sept./Oct. 2011 issue.

Join us at your 
2016 Regional Forum.

The regional forums foster dialogue and highlight successful partnerships 
among education professionals in a cross-professional setting.

We invite you to explore new ideas, shape policy, and discuss best practices on:

 à Improving college completion rates

 à  Using assessments to increase college and career readiness

 à  Delivering challenging and advanced course work effectively

 à  Increasing access to opportunity for diverse student populations

Register for your regional forum 
at regionalforums.collegeboard.org

© 2016 The College Board. 
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Approximately one in four 
females experiences some 
type of violence in an inti-

mate relationship during the course 
of her lifetime. The peak risk for 
partner violence occurs during the 
transitional period from the teen-
age years to adulthood. This means 
that many of our students may 
experience dating violence during 
high school, in the year or two after 
graduation, or as early as middle 
school. Much of the research on 
teen dating violence has examined 
the heteronormative male/female 
partnership, but we as school 
counselors have a responsibility to 
recognize and work preventatively 
with all students to address the 
causes, prevalence, and parameters 
of this issue.

Although there is no set formula 
to determine what makes a teen-
ager more susceptible to experi-
ence or perpetuate violence in a 
relationship, school counselors can 
take some precursors into consid-
eration. Studies have shown that 
children who have experienced 
child abuse or witnessed domes-
tic violence in the home are more 
susceptible to repeating these 
violent roles in a dating relation-
ship. Researchers have found a 
link between children with abusive 
sibling relationships (see article on 
page 18) and potential violence in 
a dating relationship. Evidence has 
also shown that children and ado-
lescents who have more frequent 
exposure to violence in the media 
may be more susceptible to vio-
lence in a dating relationship.

School counselors can work with 
students of all ages to talk about 
what constitutes a healthy relation-
ship versus a relationship where 
violence might be present. As we 
work with students on recogniz-
ing signs of aggression or bullying, 
we can extend this a step further 

and apply these same guidelines 
to how one should be treated in 
a romantic relationship. The Teen 
Relationship Equality Wheel and 
the Teen Power and Control Wheel 
are excellent tools to share with 
students. These wheels can help 
school counselors discuss with stu-
dents how to differentiate between 
healthy partnerships and violent 
relationships.

The healthy side of the wheel 
presents qualities that would estab-
lish equal power and control in a 
dating relationship, such as shared 
responsibility, independence and 
autonomy, and trust and support. 
Often students mistake jealousy by 
a partner for love. A student might 
say something like, “I know my 
boyfriend really loves me because 
he won’t let me talk to any other 
guys and he is always checking my 
phone. I think it’s cute that he’s so 
jealous.” Although not all jealousy 
will lead to violence in a relationship, 
teenagers need to understand that 
in a healthy partnership, based on 
equal power and control, you should 
be able to remain independent and 

maintain friendships with others 
of both the opposite and same 
sex. Teenagers also have the right 
to privacy in a romantic relation-
ship and should not feel pressured 
to share their texts, e-mails, and 
passcodes with their partner. It is 
important to work with all students 
to understand their behaviors that 
may be contributing to either harm 
or equality in a dating relationship.

The other side of the wheel 
examines areas of teen power and 
control. School counselors can use 
this to help teenagers identify and 
discuss areas of physical, emotion-
al, and sexual violence in a dating 
relationship. Most students are 
probably aware of, and can iden-
tify, examples of sexual or physical 
abuse (e.g., coercion of sex, hitting, 
kicking) that would be problematic 
in a dating relationship. However, 
teenagers may be unaware of 
many other incidents of power and 
control that can exist in a dating re-
lationship and are also considered 
to be violent, many of an emotional 
or psychological nature.
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Working with students to exam-
ine these less identified forms of 
violence in a dating relationship 
could lead to increased awareness, 
prevention, and opportunities for 
school counselors to assess and 
intervene with students. Categories 
that school counselors can ad-
dress with students include peer 
pressure, isolation, and minimiz-
ing or denying blame. When it 
comes to peer pressure within a 
dating relationship, it is important 
to help students understand that 
it is not okay for a dating partner 
to threaten to expose secrets or 
information, especially as a form of 
retaliation. For example, a student 
tells you, “I can’t break up with my 
boyfriend because he told me that 
if I do, he will show everyone the 
texts and e-mails I sent him about a 
family secret.” In this case, the stu-
dent is experiencing peer pressure 
but may also be looking at violent 

behaviors that would be consid-
ered threats and possible intimida-
tion. It is important to work with 
both students in this scenario. The 
victim needs psychoeducation and 
interventions on ways to address 
violent behaviors, while the per-
petrator needs psychoeducation 
and interventions on ways to stop 
perpetuating power and control in 
a dating relationship.

As previously mentioned, jeal-
ousy is a topic that often comes 
up when working with students in 
dating relationships. When a part-
ner limits the amount of contact 
their significant other has with 
others, demands to know where 
they are, and resorts to following 
them or reading their e-mails in 
an attempt to control their inter-
actions with others, this is con-
sidered a violent behavior known 
as isolation or exclusion. If one 
partner is following the other, this 

might also be considered stalking; 
often this will also happen after a 
break-up. As school counselors, 
we can help define these behav-
iors for students and help them 
assess if they are experiencing or 
perpetuating these types of acts 
that are an attempt to exert power 
or control over their partner.

Another emotionally abusive 
behavior in teen dating relation-
ships is minimizing or denying 
blame. We often see this type of 
psychological maltreatment in an 
abusive relationship as the perpe-
trator attempts to reduce respon-
sibility for actions and creates a 
situation where the victim blames 
herself or himself. For example, 
you may have a student referred 
to your office because the teacher 
is concerned about the way he is 
interacting with his partner. The 
student might say something like, 
“My girlfriend is such a drama 
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queen; I’m just teasing her and 
she takes that as insult and blows 
it completely out of proportion.” 
Of course, comments or disagree-
ments might be taken out of con-
text, but defending one’s actions 
when a partner is feeling mistreat-
ed could be a sign of minimizing 
behaviors in the relationship. The 
other thing that we might hear is 
a student placing the blame on 
the victim when they are the one 
behaving violently—“He caused 
me to get upset and that’s why 
I threw my backpack at him.” As 
school counselors, we can utilize 
the Teen Relationship Equality and 
Power and Control wheels to pro-
vide awareness for students about 
healthy versus violent behaviors in 
a relationship.

In addition to building students’ 
awareness about teen dating 
violence, it is also important for 
school counselors to work pre-

ventatively and provide interven-
tions when necessary. Evidence-
based practices are another tool 
to reduce violence in teen dating 
relationships. Several programs 
can help with the prevention, iden-
tification, and treatment of teen 
dating violence. Expect Respect 
provides school counselors with a 
comprehensive prevention pro-
gram for use at the K-12 levels. This 
program supports youth in raising 
their expectations about equal-
ity and respect in their relation-
ships, healing from past traumatic 
events, and promoting youth 
leadership in violence prevention. 
Shifting Boundaries, for the middle 
school level, provides school coun-
selors with a multi-level prevention 
curriculum that uses an environ-
mental approach to help identify 
multiple strategies to support 
youth. Another program, Choose 
Respect, was an initiative by the 

Center for Disease Control for use 
at the middle school level. This 
curriculum consists of lesson plans 
aimed at educating students about 
healthy social skills to promote 
and encourage healthy relation-
ships. Safe Dates is a program for 
use in the 6th through 12th grades. 
It consists of nine sessions and fo-
cuses on providing students with 
skills and resources to help them-
selves or friends in abusive dating 
relationships. All of these pro-
grams can be easily accessed and 
implemented at schools by school 
counselors to address the topic of 
teen dating violence. 
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increased resourcefulness, creativ-
ity, and resiliency. 

With such a large K-12 student 
population impacted by incar-
ceration, it is inconceivable that we 
know so little about children of pris-
oners. One must ask why this group 
of secondary-crime victims remains 
largely unobserved by society. First, 
contrary to popular belief, these 
children are not in foster care. In 
fact, nearly all children of prisoners 
are residing with a parent, step-par-
ent, grandparent, or another rela-
tive. When the father is incarcerated, 
these children continue to live with 
their mother. When it is the mother 

who is incarcerated, the children 
typically live with a grandparent or 
relative caregiver. A second opera-
tional factor within the family is that 
many children of prisoners actually 
do not know that their parent is 
in prison. The child has been told 
that the absent parent is working 
or attending college out of state. 
Or, if they do about the incarcera-
tion, they have been taught a code 
of silence regarding their parent’s 
incarceration. The result is a hidden 
population of children experiencing 
shame, isolation, and guilt.

To see the stigma surrounding 
parental incarceration, one need 
look no further than the super-
market check-out aisle. When the 
parent of a celebrity or other public 
figure is incarcerated, it frequently 
becomes tabloid fodder. In the last 
decade, one headline about a coun-
try singer’s father read, “Dad on the 
Run,” concerning a parole violation. 
Another article about a television 
actress from a teen drama featured 
the description, “Prison Past: Born 

W ith nearly one in every 
100 American adults in 
prison, the United States 

is the nation with the highest rate 
of incarceration in the world. This 
mass incarceration does not just 
impact prisoners themselves; it 
also impacts their families and 
communities. According to a 
recent report in USA Today, one in 
every 14 Americans will experience 
parental incarceration before they 
reach 18. I became one of these 
children at the age of nine when 
my father began a life sentence in 
prison. At that point in my young 
life, I began to wonder and fear if 
I, too, would grow up to become 
an inmate. Because of this un-
certainty and embarrassment, I 
was consumed with keeping my 
parent’s incarceration a secret from 
the world. And like the majority of 
children with parents in prison, I felt 
the resultant stigma, shame, and 
isolation. 

Thirteen years after the arrest of 
my father, I became an educator. 
For the next 15 years in my work 
as a teacher and school counselor 
in K-12 schools, I would encoun-
ter several hundred students with 
incarcerated parents. Every one of 
these children had stories about 
the pre-arrest chaos, the arrest it-
self, the trial, and the eventual sep-
aration once the parent was taken 
into custody. They also told me 
about the lies they felt they had 
to create to explain their parent’s 
absence from the home. Each time 
I encountered a prisoner’s child, he 
or she told me of common feel-
ings of shame, anger, and loss. I 
also observed an impact on social, 
emotional, and academic prog-
ress due to this complex parental 
separation. And yet, among these 
same children, I also observed an 

K-12 STUDENTS WITH  
INCARCERATED PARENTS 
Students with incarcerated parents face stigma, shame, and isolation. School counselors 
can help them break the cycle of imprisonment and achieve academic success.
BY JENN CARSON

To see the stigma 

surrounding parental 

incarceration, one need 

look no further than the 

supermarket check-out aisle. 
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in Jail.” And a third magazine cover 
displayed a reality star, declaring. 
“Visiting Mom in Jail: Her 5-Year Old 
Thinks She’s at Work,” accompa-
nied by a photograph of the young 
daughter. Each of these articles, 
by default, assigned the crimes of 
the parent to a child with no crimi-
nal record. This unfairly reinforces 
the time-worn clichés: “The apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree,” “A 
chip off the old block,” and “Like 
father, like son.” This societal mes-
sage of shame reinforces the com-
mon practice of families concealing 
familial incarceration. 

Parental incarceration is often 
hidden even within the family itself. 
Children of prisoners are frequently 
deceived about one or more as-
pects of their parent’s incarceration. 
These kids are habitually misled 
about the location of their parent, 
the expected length of their par-
ent’s absence, the reason for their 
parent’s departure from the family, 
or even the very identity of their 
parent. Other children are told that 
their parent was imprisoned for 
running a red light or doing “noth-
ing.” This and other forms of decep-
tion about parental incarceration 
can cause confusion, fear, anxiety, 
mistrust, and complex grief for the 
child. This deliberately crafted de-
ception, however well-intentioned, 
also contributes to a lack of public 
awareness. In essence, shame hides 
the plight of millions of K-12 stu-
dents. 

What is especially traumatic for 
the children of incarcerated parents, 
however, is the arrest itself. I can 
personally attest to this based on 
my work with children of prisoners. 
The first parent arrest that I dealt 
with as a school counselor was of a 
special-needs kindergarten student 
I will call Chris. Chris was sent to my 

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Because of laws requiring com-
pulsory education, almost all 
children of prisoners attend school. 
This makes our preschool to 12th 
grade schools an excellent place to 
provide interventions to children 
of prisoners. Several studies have 
shown that children of prisoners 
are more likely to drop out of high 
school and end up in correctional 
settings themselves. These children 
are in desperate need of assistance. 
Tragically, however, few of these 
students or their caregivers will vol-
untarily disclose their needs, nor will 
they seek needed services because 
of the internal shame and societal 
stigma that children of prisoners 
often unfairly receive. 

As school counselors, we need 
to be proactive with this popula-
tion. We can partner with outreach 
organizations like the Girl Scout’s 

“Beyond Bars” and utilize research-
based materials like “Sesame 
Street’s Little Children, Big Chal-
lenges: Incarceration.” We should 
also support this high-needs stu-
dent population via effective and 
accountable delivery of referral 
procedures, responsive services, 
and guidance curriculum and stake-
holder collaboration. As profession-
al school counselors, we can help 
students with incarcerated parents 
break the cycle of incarceration, 
achieve academic success, and be-
come a chip off their own block. 

Jenn Carson is an advocate for children of 

prisoners. She has shared her own journey 

from the daughter of a violent offender to 

an educator on the Oxygen Network, the 

Hallmark Channel, and in Marie Claire and 

People magazines. Contact her at linkedin.

com/in/jennlynnecarson or jenncarson@

yahoo.com.

office after telling his classmates 
about a ninja battle in his living 
room. In my office, he drew a pic-
ture depicting the ninja incident. As 
I saw the increased detail, I realized 
that Chris was documenting a true 
account of police entering his home 
dressed in S.W.A.T. gear to arrest 
his father. This experience is not at 
all unusual for children of prisoners. 
The Center for Incarcerated Parents 
notes that one in five children of 
prisoners will witness the arrest of 
their parent. In these situations of a 
parental arrest, responsive profes-
sional school counseling can be an 
effective tool to support students’ 
emotional needs that may disrupt 
their social, academic, and behav-
ioral progress at school. 

The sudden and involuntary loss 
of a parent because of incarcera-
tion creates an ambiguous loss for 
children. The Department of Health 
and Human Services notes that the 
impact of parental incarceration 
varies depending on (a) the age 
of the child when separated from 
the parent, (b) length of separa-
tion, (c) health of the family, (d) 
disruption due to the incarceration 
itself, (e) child’s familiarity with their 
new caregiver, (f) strength of the 
parent-child relationship, (g) par-
ent’s crime and length of sentence, 
(h) family and community sup-
port and the stigma that may exist 
within the family and community 
surrounding the parent’s crime, and 
(i) frequency of contact with the 
parent who is serving a sentence. 
Children of prisoners, as a result, 
generally suffer from poor academic 
performance, depression, and poor 
self-esteem. Children separated 
from their imprisoned parent also 
experience disrupted attachment in 
inter-relationships as well as social 
behaviors. 
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School counselors are trained 
to assess and intervene if 
students are being sexually, 

physically, or emotionally abused 
or neglected. However, when 
school counselors receive train-
ing on child abuse they are often 
taught not to become investiga-
tors in determining what does or 
does not constitute abuse; rather, 
they are to report any suspicion of 
said abuse to the proper authori-
ties, who will distinguish if abuse 
is occurring. Occasionally, discus-
sion may arise about whether an 
action may be construed as abuse 
or discipline. Although this is often 
a difficult dilemma, whether the 
action began as discipline or not, if 
it results in physical, emotional, or 
sexual harm or neglect to the child, 
it must be reported.

We can draw a similar parallel 
when presented with the concept 
of sibling abuse versus sibling 
rivalry. If it is not the school coun-
selor’s responsibility to delineate 
between discipline and abuse when 
a child is being harmed by an adult, 
the same argument could be made 
for school counselors who sus-
pect sibling abuse. School coun-
selors should not be responsible 
for distinguishing between sibling 
abuse and sibling rivalry. Rather, if 
you suspect any abuse of a child, it 
should be reported.

The problem is that currently we 
have no federal laws and few state 
laws to protect children and ado-
lescents from abuse by a sibling. 
This is concerning because sibling 
abuse occurs at an alarming rate, 
yet often goes undetected and 
unresolved. Many perceive violence 
between siblings to be a normal 
rite of passage and will often refer 
to this as normal sibling rivalry. 
However, researchers have discov-

ered that children who experience 
sibling abuse suffer grave conse-
quences over time. With all forms 
of family violence, a cultural silence 
often exists. So even students who 
might recognize that they are be-
ing abused by a sibling may not 
seek help for fear of breaking fam-
ily bonds.

School counselors can implement 
several steps to break the cultural 
silence around sibling abuse in 
their work and responsibility to 
keep children safe. The first step 
is to educate themselves about 
the topic of sibling abuse. Several 
authors and researchers have stud-
ied the topic of sibling abuse and 
provide good resources for school 
counselors, including John Caffaro, 
Jonathan Caspi, and Vernon Wiehe. 
These authors state that more than 
half of children and adolescents 
have experienced some type of 
sibling aggression in their lifetime. 
This is a topic we should be ad-
dressing with our students because 

many in our schools will have either 
experienced, witnessed, or perpet-
uated aggression between siblings.

In my research and presentations 
on this topic, many people I have 
spoken with have never heard of the 
term sibling abuse before. The lack 
of awareness about sibling abuse 
will allow this phenomenon to con-
tinue without intervention. Sibling 
abuse can occur across the same 
domains of child abuse, including 
sexual, physical, and verbal. Abuse 
among siblings might also include 
property or pet abuse and relational 
aggression. Similar to the definition 
of bullying behavior, sibling abuse 
is viewed as a unilateral relationship 
where one child uses their power to 
control and harm the other. Re-
searchers have found that severe 
abuse between siblings includes the 
use of a weapon and occurs with 3 
to 6% of the population.

Once school counselors have 
learned more about this topic, it 
is important to share this informa-

BREAKING THE SILENCE  
AROUND SIBLING ABUSE
This common issue often goes undetected and causes grave harm 
to its victims. What steps can school counselors take?
BY DIANE M. STUTEY
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tion with students, parents, and 
members of their school faculty. My 
colleague and I recently proposed 
a five-step model that school coun-
selors can use to assess for and 
intervene with sibling abuse. This 
model consists of school counsel-
ors working with the student(s) 
and parents or guardians to: assess, 
conceptualize, plan, intervene, and 
evaluate for sibling aggression. 
This article and detailed informa-
tion about each step can be found 
in Volume 18 of the Professional 
School Counseling journal. 

The first step is for school coun-
selors to assess for sibling abuse in 

a similar manner to how we might 
assess for child abuse. For example, 
a student comes to your office with 
a black eye. You ask what hap-
pened and they reply, “Last night 
I was home alone with my brother 
and he hit me.” If the child had said 
it was a parent that gave them the 
black eye, our assessment would 
likely end with a few more clarify-
ing questions before we report this 
to child protective services (CPS) 
as abuse. However, with sibling 
abuse the assessment phase might 
be more in-depth. We may want to 
gather information about the age 
of the siblings, how often this sort 

of thing happens, how the victim 
responds to the aggression, what 
the parents do to intervene, and if 
the child feels safe at home alone 
with the sibling. 

Ultimately we are trying to con-
ceptualize if what is happening is 
normal sibling rivalry or if this is 
sibling violence or abuse. Anytime 
a line is crossed into physical or 
sexual violence, this is problematic 
and not what would be considered 
normal sibling rivalry. Furthermore, 
similar to what we know about 
child abuse and bullying, sibling 
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abuse can also be of a psychologi-
cal or relationally aggressive na-
ture. The question then becomes: 
Is this reciprocal violence between 
siblings or does one sibling clearly 
have more strength and power and 
is perpetuating abuse toward a 
targeted sibling? To fully concep-
tualize what is happening in the 
home, the school counselor must 
work with the parents throughout 
this process (as long as there is not 
suspicion of parental abuse).

With child abuse, school coun-
selors are often trained to call CPS 
anonymously without notifying 
parents that a report has been 
made. However, with sibling abuse, 
it is important to determine if 
parents are able and willing to act 
on behalf of all of their children to 

provide the supervision and guid-
ance necessary to stop abuse and 
violence among siblings. Parents 
may be unaware that the behaviors 
between their children are violent 
or abusive. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to work with them and create 
a plan to ensure the safety and 
supervision of the student(s). This 
student may be the sibling victim, 
perpetrator, or you may be working 
with both in some cases. 

If it is established that parents 
are willing to create a plan, school 
counselors can assist them in se-
lecting appropriate interventions. 
Perhaps the student mentioned 
above also shared with you, “Ev-
ery time my mom leaves to go the 
grocery store, my brother pushes 
me outside and locks the door. 

Sometimes he does this in the 
winter when it’s freezing and I have 
no coat, and once I was even bare-
foot.” When you ask the student if 
he has shared this with his parents, 
he tells you he has not for fear that 
“telling will only make it worse.” 
Once the parents have this informa-
tion, they can intervene to ensure 
safety. If they are unable to take 
one or both of the children with 
them while running errands, they 
may need to hire a certified baby-
sitter or other professional to be at 
home and supervise the children. 
Although this is a simple interven-
tion that may fix that particular 
situation, in many cases, the sibling 
offender may need ongoing inter-
ventions that could involve therapy 
outside of the school setting.
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Providing ongoing evaluation 
is important, in particular for the 
safety of the sibling victim. School 
counselors can continue to check 
in with the student to determine 
if he or she feels safe in the home. 
If the parents have put proper 
safeguards in place, the student 
might report, “My brother is still a 
pain and he bugs me a lot but he 
has stopped hitting me and my 
parents make sure we aren’t home 
alone together anymore.” However, 
if the student was to report, “The 
plan worked for a couple of weeks, 
but now my parents don’t seem 
to care. They have started leaving 
me home alone again with him and 
told me if he starts hitting me to 
just hit him back. They also said to 
stop telling people outside of the 

family about our problems because 
we could all get in big trouble. But 
I’m scared of my brother; last week 
he pulled a knife on me.” In this 
case, it is clear that there is immi-
nent danger and a weapon is also 
now involved. Although no federal 
and few state laws protect children 
from sibling abuse, parents can be 
reported to CPS for parental ne-
glect if they fail to provide proper 
supervision for their children.

A final consideration for school 
counselors, and all of us in the 
mental health field working with 
children and adolescents, is ad-
vocacy for policies and laws to 
protect children from sibling abuse. 
In one research study I conducted, 
participants expressed their frustra-
tion when trying to report sibling 

abuse. When they reported to CPS 
they were told to report to the lo-
cal authorities. However, when they 
reported to local authorities, they 
were instructed to contact the par-
ents. It is clear that there is a need 
to work collaboratively and estab-
lish proper guidelines and protocol 
for school counselors to follow to 
protect children from sibling abuse. 
A further step may be to advo-
cate for state and federal laws that 
would support these policies for 
reporting sibling abuse. 
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P erhaps no single area of 
school safety is more critical 
than understanding how to 

put solid student threat assessment 
in place. And as a school counselor, 
that is probably the aspect of your 
work that brings chills to your spine 
most quickly. Rather than feeling 
on the spot because your school 
depends on you to make critical 
decisions about whether a student 
may pose a threat, you need to 
feel well supported in this area. 
Although many schools are doing 
a credible job of the first steps of 
student threat assessment when a 
student is referred, most still have 
room for improvement. Let’s look 
at what a cutting-edge student 
threat assessment system might 
entail and your role within it.

A BRIEF HISTORY
By the end of the 1990s, the United 
States had become increasingly 
focused on school shootings. The 
FBI began putting out informa-
tion based on its investigations, 
and over time, it became clear that 
school shooters couldn’t be pro-
filed. But even lacking hard scien-
tific data, it was still imperative to 
come up with a system. Columbine 
provided the first real watershed 
moment for our county in this 
arena.

Pressure mounted for schools 
to be able to make predictions 
and prevent shootings. After 
seeing that profiling didn’t work, 
many schools tried zero-tolerance 
policies, but that wasn’t a solution, 
either. They were both one-dimen-
sional approaches toward solving a 
multi-faceted problem. The pres-
sure increased again, of course, 
with the shooting at Sandy Hook 
Elementary School in December 
2012.

Although to outsiders these 
incidents seem random and unpre-
dictable, this isn’t entirely so, and 
we can do many things to prevent 

them. Parents and communities 
look to the schools to provide the 
answers and create a water-tight 
safe school. Schools often turn to 
the school counselors and school 
psychologists to make that call—to 
determine whether a student will 
actually “go off.”

As a school counselor, you should 
never be solely responsible for as-
sessing student threat. You should 
be a key player in a much larger 
group and much larger process 
for determining level of threat. The 
good news is that, although many 
schools lean heavily on school 
counselors or school psychologists 
to determine level of threat, there 
are examples of teams that allow 
you to give input without shoulder-
ing the burden of making a deter-
mination alone. In many instances, 
a small, school-based group (a 
Level I team) performing an initial 
threat assessment is sufficient. 
However, as a school counselor, you 
need to advocate for creation of a 
second team: a community-based, 
multi-agency, multi-disciplinary 
team to address those students rat-
ing higher on the scale or continu-
um of aggression.

KEY CONCEPTS
The first goal of all student threat 
assessment must be to protect the 
students and staff, which means 
differentiating whether a student is 
making a threat or posing a threat. 
Top-notch student threat assess-
ment actually turns the “get that 
dangerous kid out of this school” 
concept on its head.

Students don’t just snap. The 
process of a school shooting takes 
many steps. We know Columbine, 
Sandy Hook, Virginia Tech and 
most other school shootings were 
planned over months or even years. 
Perpetrators have to acquire the 
tools and usually take time to plan 
their entry and actions. School 
shooters don’t just snap.

If we’re going to really assess the 
threat, it is a much bigger picture 
than just a focus on the student. 
We need information about the 
student’s family life, social vari-
ables in the student’s life, and the 
student’s school experience. How 
has a particular student historically 
managed frustration, anger, and 
threat? Aggression occurs on a 
continuum. Where has the student 
been on that continuum over time? 
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What kinds of elements of the stu-
dent’s life inhibit moving forward 
with a plan, and what might accel-
erate it? And because all of those 
elements contribute to the level of 
threat, we need to include com-
munity resources if we are to lower 
the threat, including services to the 
family and social supports.

A core component is learning 
and applying the difference in reac-
tive aggression and targeted vio-
lence. Here is a great visual of the 
difference between the two. One is 
picturing the cat that is backed into 
a corner by the big mean dog, eyes 
wide, fur on end, claws out ready 
to strike (reactive aggression). The 
other is the sleek, slinking cat with 
its eye on the mouse in the field. 
Now the cat is focused, calculating, 
willing to quietly wait for the right 

moment to pounce. With targeted 
aggression, the cat “owns” the 
situation. Although both kinds of 
aggression can lead to violence, 
targeted aggression is far more 
often implicated in school shoot-
ings. That doesn’t mean there are 
necessarily individual people who 
are the target (although there can 
be); rather, the target is a particular 
school at a particular time.

A psychological assessment of 
a student gives information that is 
static in time and reveals informa-
tion about only one aspect of the 
situation, the student’s mindset. 
What we’ve learned from the work 
of those in the student threat as-
sessment field is that good as-
sessment entails evaluating and 
monitoring the student’s whole life 
circumstances, not just the stu-

dent’s mindset. Student evaluation 
is critical, but it isn’t the answer.

MOVING TO LEVEL II
A Level II student threat assess-
ment team (STAT) is a multi-agen-
cy, multi-disciplinary team that 
kicks in any time the Level I team 
believes there is credible threat 
that exceeds the school’s ability to 
manage with certainty.

If a student makes it to Level II 
assessment, an evaluation is only 
the beginning. Changes in that 
student’s life can make all the dif-
ference, so ongoing monitoring 
is crucial. This is what makes the 
weekly STAT meeting so impor-
tant. A student may shelve the idea 
of a school attack if his life levels 
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out, but it might be the first place 
he goes when his girlfriend later 
breaks up with him or mom brings 
a “new dad” into the home situa-
tion. This isn’t a black-and-white 
process or issue, and it has to be 
viewed in the greater context of 
the student’s entire life situation.

As noted earlier, a key compo-
nent is figuring out whether a stu-
dent is making a threat or actually 
poses a threat. If a student actually 
poses a threat, the STAT needs to 
continually monitor the student’s 
behaviors and indicators and be 
fluid in changing interventions as 
the student’s life circumstance 
changes. For a team to be good at 
this, it takes continual refining of 
skills and insights.

Although we tend to speak in 
terms of understanding the psy-
chology of where the student is, 
the Level II team is looking at the 
broadest sense of the situation 
from the most points of reference 
you can gather. Rather than rely-
ing on just the psychological and 
one or two people’s perceptions, 
the team needs to know that the 
best indicators are the student’s 
behaviors. Is the student actively 
planning? Does the student have a 
specific target? Is the student qui-
etly acquiring the tools and means?

The goal is to keep the student 
in school if doing so can safely be 
managed. In school, the team has 
influence over the student’s situa-
tion and can monitor the student. 
Great STATs help school districts 
put remarkable interventions in 
place and bring to the family all the 
support that the community can 
muster. Because one key aspect 
is taking stress off of the entire 
family, community agencies play a 
central role. Schools can’t mobilize 
the diversity of resources that a 
community-based team can.

Having a multi-agency team 

giving input on the decisions the 
school makes about managing the 
placement and interventions done 
for the student does not take away 
the school’s liability, but it certainly 
puts the school in the best possible 
light as having made decisions 
from the most enlightened place 
possible, using best practices and 
having involved the best and most 
resources along the way.

A key factor in all of this is know-
ing whether the student is sui-
cidal. We have to recognize that, 
although many youth will quietly 
commit suicide in response to 
overwhelming school pressures 
and bullying, there are a few who 
will recognize they have nothing 
to lose by taking others out with 
them. Most have no plan of escape 
but plan to die in the mayhem. One 
thing you can do to prevent school 
shootings is to look at what your 
district has in place, from K-12, for 
suicide prevention.

The school counselor’s role is 
very much to be involved, as you 
commonly are, but also to support 
your school in moving toward a 
model that includes people from 
a range of agencies outside the 
school, including law enforcement, 
children’s mental health, a drug and 
alcohol specialist, local youth pro-
bation officers, and county boards 
of education.

In the end, the goal of all of this is 
a sense of ownership of the pro-

cess from the community rather 
than a community view that the 
school should make this happen. 
As a school counselor, consider 
taking these three steps:

1|Take the concept of a multi-
agency, community-based 

team for Level II student threat 
assessment to your current team 
to look at how you might improve 
your current operational structure 
and organization.

2|Educate yourself on the differ-
ences in reactive and targeted 

aggression, and then begin to train 
staff in a few of the key concepts.

3|Push for weekly meetings of 
the Level II team so you get 

really good at this, and continue 
with ongoing monitoring of stu-
dents rather than seeing threat 
assessment resting on information 
from one point in time or one point 
of view.

Finally, a note for those of you in 
rural areas. Large regions can or-
ganize one team serving the entire 
county or even several counties. 
You need to have the same people 
meeting weekly from law enforce-
ment and other agencies. The team 
members need to get to know one 
another, hone their skills together 
and have a collective historical 
memory about each of the cases 
they review. 
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