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Ethical Vignette: Scenario 3

Identify the Problem
In this scenario, I’m a school counselor in a rural area in my state, in fact I am the only elementary school counselor in my entire county. Because I live in a small town in a rural area I know many of the parents of my students. I attend church with two parents and often see another parent each weekend at the local grocery store. One Sunday, one of the parents approaches me and informs me that she is planning to divorce her husband. The parent shares that the husband has been distant from her and their oldest daughter, a 9 year old, is deathly afraid to be alone with him. She does not share any additional information but asks me to ensure that he does not pick up the students from school nor allow him access to her student records. 
This is a position that all counselors encounter at some point in their career. It’s important to take in all of the information, and make the best decision for the safety of the child while considering both parties. Next, I must determine if I’m able to respect the mothers request and legally stop the father from viewing the students' records and also prohibit the father from picking up their child because she has expressed that she doesn't feel safe when left alone with her father. 
The problem in this scenario is there is likely an issue between the husband and her daughter and as the school counselor, I am being asked to step in by ensuring the husband doesn’t pick up the kids or be given access to their school records. This problem is likely a combination of ethical and legal. It is an ethical problem because it is very clear that if something is going on, then the father should not be allowed access to the children. It is also a legal problem because the parent will be filing for divorce and likely custody and may also need to file charges against her husband.

Apply the ASCA Ethical Standards and the ACA Code of Ethics
The ASCA Ethical Standards has several rules that can be applied to this scenario. The first ASCA Ethical Standard being: “B.1.a: School counselors respect the inherent rights and responsibilities of parents for their children and endeavor to establish, as appropriate, a collaborative relationship with parents to facilitate the counselee’s maximum development” (American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2022, p.7). This standard needs to be applied to the situation as the father may still have certain rights to his children prior to any legal actions being taken. Alternatively, the mother’s wants will have to be respected as well. The second ASCA Ethical Standard to apply to this scenario would be: “B.1.b: Adheres to laws and local guidelines when assisting parents experiencing family difficulties that interfere with the counselee’s effectiveness and welfare” (ASCA, 2022, p. 7). This also points back to how the situation must be handled in regards to their family difficulties and the legal issues surrounding keeping the children from the father prior to any legal action being taken. The third ASCA Ethical Standard that can be applied to this would be: “D.1.b. Informs appropriate officials of conditions that may be potentially disruptive or damaging to the school’s mission, personnel and property while honoring the confidentiality between the counselee and counselor” (ASCA, 2022, p. 9) This standard would be necessary to apply as appropriate school officials will need to be made aware of the mother’s desire to keep her husband away from the kids. As this could result in some issues with the father, other personnel in the school will need to be aware as it would be impossible for just one counselor to be able to stop every potential situation.
‘The presence of “serious and foreseeable harm” (American Counseling Association [ACA], 2014, p. 5) may require a counselor to breach confidentiality to protect client well-being.’ I would abide by this specific code of ethics because my job is to protect the child from harm, this would be considered a legal requirement that confidential information may be revealed. I would consult this problem with other professionals to get a second opinion in order to make sure that I'm following guideline procedures and taking the correct precautions. 

Applicable State Codes/Laws and Federal Mental Health Laws
According to the New Jersey licensure law 45:8B-18.2 “No licensed associate marriage and family therapist shall practice without direct supervision by a licensed marriage and family therapist or a supervisor acceptable to the board.” In this scenario, if I were to intervene as the counselor and sit down with the parents to discuss the family difficulties, I would need the direct supervision of a licensed marriage and family therapist. There are also several federal laws that are related to mental health and apply to this scenario. Specifically, there is the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA; 1974)  which gives the right of parents or guardians to access their minor children's records, but the primary obligation is to the student .  As no legal action has been taken against the father yet, he is still legally allowed access to the children’s records.  

Determine the Nature and the Dimensions of the Dilemma 
In this scenario, the following ACA moral principles may apply: beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice and fidelity.  Beneficence reflects  my responsibility to the welfare of my client. In this scenario, the welfare of the  daughter needs to be protected. Nonmaleficence is the concept of not causing harm to others. In this scenario, the children should be protected in a way that does not cause harm to them. Justice is in relation to justifying treating an individual differently than another. In this scenario, I would need to justify how the husband is treated in being kept from his children. Fidelity is about honoring loyalty and commitments. Fidelity is crucial as I must honor my commitments to keep the children safe and protected. Justice seems to be the principle that would take priority. As it is important to follow laws and codes of ethics, it will need to be justified as to why the husband is not allowed to pick up the children or have access to their records. Ultimately, any school counselor is obligated to report suspected cases of abuse so it would be required that I do make a report on the husband. If I fail to report the abuse, I may be held legally liable in this situation.

Generate Potential Course of Action
The first course of action that is completely necessary is to report the husband. As all school counselors are required by law to report cases of abuse, this is no exception (Behun et Al., 2019, p. 3)  Additionally, by reporting the husband, it can be justified as to why he isn’t allowed to pick up their children or access their school records.
The next course of action is to ensure the other school staff have professional development related to trauma and school engagement and advocate for trauma-informed policies and procedures (Rumsey and Milsom, 2018, p. 4). This is an important action to take as the children may need additional support in their classes if their family difficulties are impacting them, which it is likely they will be. This will also make it easier to collect data and further analyze the situation to best access next steps for the children.
The final course of action is to meet regularly with each of the children to provide them support if necessary to cope with their parents divorce and other likely difficulties they may have encountered. Additionally, they may need to be referred to additional services. (Rumsey and Milsom, 2018, p. 6).
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Attitudes & Beliefs

As a school guidance counselor, it is our job to listen to students’ concerns and problems every day. This could be academic, emotional or social. As a counselor, there isn’t one specific hat that we wear, we wear them all depending on the day. In other words, one day we might be a relationship counselor and another day we might be an academic counselor, it just depends on what each student needs at a time. School guidance counselors play a very important role in making sure that certain problems don’t interfere with a student's education.
After reading the list of attitudes and beliefs inventory, I had the strongest reaction to ‘A high school student who is sent to you by his parents because they suspect he is using drugs and alcohol.’ I would rate this a 1 because I would be very comfortable in this situation. I feel so comfortable handling this situation because I currently work at a recovery high school as an aid while I’m in school to get my masters, just to gain some experience working with kids and helping them succeed during their high school years.
When I was first offered the job, I wasn’t sure I was going to take it because my mentality was stuck wanting to be in a ‘regular’ high school. Flash forward to 6 months of working at the recovery high school, and I'm so happy I decided to take the job because I have built incredible bonds with the students that I sincerely cherish. However, building a relationship with them wasn’t easy because the majority of these students come from very broken homes where they aren’t cared for and they don’t even know when their next meal is. They aren’t used to someone actually caring about them or having their best interest. Now that the students know I genuinely care for them because I have taken individual time with each and every one of them to really get to know the kind of person they each are and why they behave the way that they do. The kids always want to be around me. For example, sometimes they have to serve in school suspensions and sit with one of the staff members for an hour. The students always request to have me sit with them. I genuinely think that they always want me around because they can tell I actually care about them while other staff may make it seem like it is only a job to them. This gave me even more reassurance that being a school guidance counselor is the right fit for me because I really do care about kids and I have genuine passion for wanting to help them. Taking this position was the best thing I could have done because I have learned so much and now have first-hand experience in situations that will reoccur when I officially become a school guidance counselor.
        	If a high school student was sent to me by his parents because they suspect he is using drugs and alcohol it is my ethical duty to report, refer, and include his family in a safety plan to help the student. If necessary, I would refer him to a recovery high school that would best fit him and his situation. Because I cannot legally drug test him, the recovery school would. In the test it would show what kind of drugs he’s using and how much he is using because his levels will show on the test as well. The higher his levels are, the more drugs he’s doing. After getting his results back the school will have to decide if they want to accept him or not. If they do accept him, it is required that he also attends IOP (intensive outpatient program) 5 hours a week, which would be served outside of school hours until his levels drop drastically. IOP offers group therapy and life skill classes for people with substance abuse issues. Ultimately, as it is said in the article "How to talk to your kids about drugs” by Arterburn and Burns,  just because a child is doing drugs doesn’t mean they aren’t a good person. Anyone can get into drugs. It doesn’t matter if you’re rich, poor, Christian, non-Christian, tall, short, and even a college graduate. (Arterburn, S., & Burns, J. 2007). I think it’s important to capitalize that people who are addicted to drugs or an alcoholic are not bad people. A lot of it might be how someone was raised. If you’re raised in a household with no parental supervision because your parents are addicted to drugs, you don’t have anyone watching over you telling you not to do something. There is more than one way you should view a situation and as a school guidance counselor it’s important not to be judgmental.
        	The second topic I have selected is ‘A student who shares that black lives matter’ because it’s very relevant in today’s world and society.  I would rate it a 3 because I’m comfortable talking about this topic. However, I’m not black so I don’t know what it’s like or how someone who is black personally feels when they hear or say it. What it means to me and what it means to them could be two completely different things. I will say that black lives matter became a very powerful movement for a reason. The saying white lives matter isn’t a thing because white people don’t have to fight for their rights and equality the way black people do. In a journal by Leitch et al. the movement was defined: The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement emerged out of a historical and crucial need to give consideration to the realities of Black communities and their own understandings of how both structural and interpersonal racism is experienced daily. (Leitch et al. 2020). Black lives matter was formed because there is an obvious difference how black people are treated versus white people when it comes to just about anything but especially how they are policed. Black people are more often than not wrongfully accused of things and mistreated by law enforcement during times that they do not deserve. Even if you watch just a little bit of the news, you will quickly see how unfair they have been and continue to be treated. I stand by and support black lives.
        	With that being said, if a student shares that black lives matter, as a school counselor I will do what is best to support the children and I will listen to what they have to say regarding the topic. I think it’s very important for children to be aware of black lives matter and what it stands for because children are our future so if I can potentially help make this world a little better I certainly will. A student should proudly be able to talk about black lives matter and why it’s important especially in a school setting, they can even have their own opinion on it because everyone is entitled to have one. I think that teaching students the importance of the black lives matter movement is a lot better than them trying to find out what it is through friends at school or online. I would answer any questions the student might have and do my best to explain its importance while still abiding by school rules. I will also keep in mind not to persuade this child into thinking the same viewpoint as me, as a counselor it’s important to let students have their own opinion and thoughts.
        To put the Black Lives Matter movement into perspective, nearly every day in the United States we are bombarded with news stories illustrating the tragedies that black children face everyday. Whether the headline is a black male being shot when he didn’t deserve to be, or a 12-year-old black girl being arrested and wrongfully accused of a crime. (Tometi 2020).  Stories and headlines like these are all over for anyone and everyone to watch, kids included. So, if a student wants to talk about why black lives matter, I’m going to support them on this topic and educate them appropriately on anything they want to know. This topic is certainly school related because the history of black people and all of the amazing accomplishments they have made goes way back beyond all of our years. Teaching student’s history is a part of giving them the education that they deserve.
‘A 16-year-old student who is having unsafe sex and sees no problem with their behavior.’ I would rate this a 2 as being somewhat uncomfortable. Obviously talking about sex with students can be uncomfortable for both parties because it’s a very private topic. In the journal “The impact of sex education mandates on teenage pregnancy” by Paton et al. the importance of sex education is explained as, there being a number of mechanisms by which sex and relationships education (SRE) may affect teenage pregnancy or abortion rates (Paton et al. 2020).  It has been noted that in places where there is sexual education to teach adolescents of the risks of unsafe sex, there are lower rates of abortions than places where students do not receive the same education or are taught “abstinence only” sexual education. It’s so important that adolescents pay attention in health class and receive sexual education so that they can learn and understand why having a child as a teenager isn’t a good idea and why unprotected sex is extremely dangerous. 
As a school guidance counselor if I knew a 16-year-old was having unsafe sex and they saw no problem with it, I would talk to them about all of the risk factors. One factor in particular noted by the journal “AIDS and Behavior” by Gómez-Lugo et al. is HIV as adolescents and young people represent a large growing share of people living with HIV worldwide. Unfortunately, about 16 million teenagers between the ages of 15 and 19 years old and two million girls under the age of 15 years of age become pregnant worldwide each year; Maternal mortality is one of the leading causes of death among teenagers and young people aged 15 to 24 years in the Region of the Americas (Gómez-Lugo 2022). Additionally, adolescents account for more than 50% of newly sexually transmitted infection diagnosis. Also, the cost to raise a child would require you to bring some sort of an income in, and as a high school student it would be very difficult to be able to financially afford the cost of a child. I would ask them questions like, would the person you’re having sex with be a good father or mother? Would they stick around when the babies were born? What would you do if you got a sexually transmitted disease? I would want them to know the severity of the situation because unprotected sex at a young age could completely derail someone’s life especially when they are still growing themselves. Additionally, someone who is putting themselves in a risky situation such as unprotected sex at a young age, might not have a great home life to begin with and the situation would likely be made worse by bringing a baby into it.




















 References
Arterburn, S., & Burns, J. (2007). How to talk to your kids about drugs. Harvest House Publishers.

Gómez-Lugo, M., Morales, A., Saavedra-Roa, A., Niebles-Charris, J., Abello-Luque, D., Marchal-Bertrand, L., ... & Vallejo-Medina, P. (2022). Effects of a sexual risk-reduction intervention for teenagers: a cluster-randomized control trial. AIDS and Behavior, 26(7), 2446-2458.

Paton, D., Bullivant, S., & Soto, J. (2020). The impact of sex education mandates on teenage pregnancy: International evidence. Health economics, 29(7), 790-807.
 
Leitch, S., Corbin, J. H., Boston-Fisher, N., Ayele, C., Delobelle, P., Gwanzura Ottemöller, F., Matenga, T. F., Mweemba, O., Pederson, A., & Wicker, J. (2020). Black lives matter in health promotion: Moving from unspoken to outspoken. Health Promotion International, 36(4), 1160–1169. https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daaa121 
 
Tometi, O. (2020). Black lives matter at school: An uprising for educational justice. Haymarket Books.

