
The willingness of young people to seek help has emerged from research as an important early intervention factor 
. After family doctors, school-based counsellors provide the service most frequently used by children and 
adolescents with mental health concerns (Sawyer et al., 2001). 

Secondary school welfare personnel are thus in an optimum situation to provide early intervention for students 
who are at risk of developing mental health disorders. However, the percentage of youth who are unwilling to seek 
help in the non clinical  population increases as mental health problems increase (Carlton & Deane, 2000; Deane, 
Wilson & Ciarrochi, 2001). In addition, young males tend to seek help less than females (Barker & Adelman, 
1994) and so are at a greater risk of developing more serious mental health complications. Moreover, the actual 
availability of appropriate professional help at this time is a crucial factor in facilitating help-seeking behaviour 
(Rickwood, 2005). The efficacy of counselling in the early intervention of mental health problems is generally 
accepted (Hemmings, 2000), but the challenge in schools is for students, especially boys, to actually seek help.  

The provision of on-line counselling could be one answer to this challenge as it utilizes a medium which many 
young people feel comfortable with and combats some of the barriers young people experience when seeking 
face-to-face counselling in secondary schools. 

On-line support services
 Young people may not seek counselling at school  for reasons including: 
• negative past experiences of receiving help 
• negative beliefs about the value of professional  help
• the location of the school counsellors office in the school  
• lack of confidence in self-expression especially for boys  
• negative beliefs about professional psychological help-seeking 
• the stigma of being counselled (e.g. fear of being perceived as ‘weak’ by peers)
• insufficient knowledge of what is likely to happen 
• the school does not have a culture that enables help seeking

Benefits of on-line counselling
The use of technology however, enables young people ready-access to information sources, email 
communication and on-line chat rooms. These can be used by school  counsellors to provide cyber pathways to 
care for students with support needs.  Boys have tended to be avid users of technology. In fact the early users of 
the Internet in the UK and the USA have been predominantly young and male (Castells, 2001). Therefore, the 
development of school based on-line support and counselling services via a secure chat room is a way to provide 
a ‘boy-friendly’ alternative for the resistant help-seeker. 

There is also less stigma associated with on-line counselling, as no one knows if a student is accessing help. This 
is closely allied with the privacy on-line counselling affords, especially to boys who feel they might not be able to 
contain their emotions and embarrass themselves if seen face-to-face. In addition, on-line communication can be 
more empowering for the young person and counselling in this way, removes the power difference between 
counsellor and client (Murphy & Mitchell, 1998). 

Research has indicated that relationships formed on-line tend to be less inhibited, leading to faster intimate 
disclosures and frank, authentic responses (Huang & Alessi, 1996).  Further, since a person can assume some 
sense of anonymity in on-line communications, it is easier for young people who are socially awkward to connect 
with others (Wolak, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2002).

Hesitancy of school counsellors
School counsellors may be reluctant or not in a good position to engage with on-line counselling. Issues for 
counsellors may be:
• inadequacy of the medium for building rapport . 
• lack of control  over the process 
• ethical and legal  issues.
• Lack of access to resources including technology
• Personal  style 

Though these issues may pose a challenge for practitioners, the welfare of today’s youth requires our 
investigation of innovative and alternative models of service delivery.
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Case Study – Coombabah State High School Queensland
Background
Coombabah SHS is located on the Queensland Gold Coast and has an approximate enrolment of 1100 students.  
As with most urban high schools, it attracts enrolments from a wide number of feeder primary schools and due to 
its location has a high number of interstate and transient students.  Similar to most schools, Coombabah SHS 
provides teaching and learning resources via the school  website.  When the author came to the school  as the 
new counsellor, and with the knowledge that boys access counselling services half as often as girls, he decided to 
develop more ‘boy-friendly’ avenues for assistance.  A focus group of Year 9 boys was consulted on how they 
preferred to access support from the guidance and counselling office.  The idea of a chat room was raised 
positively.  This was the impetus for the establishment of a school based on-line counselling chat room.

As a demonstration school for the MindMatters Plus initiative, on-line resources such as Reachout were promoted 
through school assemblies. The need to make links to such information based web sites was an important means 
of providing on-line resources to students.  Hyperlinks to various helpful websites promoting student well-being 
and mental  health were incorporated into the school website. The development of on-line counselling services 
was developed within this context.

Development of on-line counselling service
Step 1:  The first step was to ensure the email address of the school  counsellor was readily available and easy to 
locate and use from the general  school  website. Email access was crucial so students could arrange on-line 
appointments with the counsellor.

Step 2: The establishment of an on-line chat room for the purpose of counselling was the next challenge. 
Although email  can be a suitable means of exchange between the student and counsellor, delays in transmission 
of messages may not be helpful to a student seeking immediate assistance. The chat room facility provides 
immediate communication. The potential use of ‘chat rooms’ as a means of communication between students 
raised a number of ethical issues due to perceived security and safety concerns. A number of alternatives were 
explored over two years. One of these was the Learning Place, a facility provided by Education Queensland 
which can be accessed for secure chat rooms for counselling.  It was timely and fortunate also that the Learning 
Place launched comic chat at this time– the type of tool  suggested by one boy in the focus group a year earlier.

Step 3: Once the chat room was set up, students were 
informed in class periods by the counsellor how to 
access counselling services through the school website. 
It was explained that email  could be used to request an 
appointment for either face-to-face or for on-line 
counselling. This could be done from home or through 
one of the school  computers.

Step 4: The website instructions direct students to 
nominate suitable times for a consultation within the 
available set time blocks, including after school hours.  

Step 5: The counsellor responds to the appointment 
request by providing a time, logon and password to the 
secure chatroom.  

Step 6: The student accesses the counsellor’s chat 
room at the time allocated. The technology does not 
permit the student to enter the chat room until  the 
counsellor is present.

Step 7:  Students are directed to read a note on 
confidentiality which indicates the possible need to 
consult with others if it becomes apparent that the 
student or another person is in immediate danger.  
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Outcomes
It is interesting also to note that in the majority of cases where students have accessed on line chat they have 
followed the initial on-line contact with face-to-face counselling. This shows the benefits of the medium, in either 
completing the counselling on-line or as a first help seeking step 

To date, only a handful of students have accessed the on-line chat at Coombabah SHS. This may be due to the 
lack of awareness amongst students and teachers of the availability of the on-line chat facility. However, although 
only a small number of students have accessed this medium, significantly important concerns have been 
addressed with some students. Other uses for the on-line chat facility may well emerge as the school community 
explores its potential. 

Considerations for other schools in considering an on-line support system
• Technological  capacity to set up a secure chat room needs to be established.  
• The availability of External  technology consultancy and support needs to be explored
• Check your own school technology support as there may be assistance you are not aware of 
• The setting up is a time intensive process though when in place requires little maintenance

The following tips are general guidelines that may assist in developing this cyber pathway to care, namely school 
based on-line counseling for students:
• Get to know the IT person at your school
• Initially use email with students 
• Investigate if there are any secure chat rooms provided by your school or education system (eg Project Rooms 
at the Learning Place EQ) 
• Always use logons and passwords
• Set aside times when you are prepared to do on-line counseling e.g. 2pm-4pm Mon-Thurs.  Make some of this 
out of class time.
• Promote and advertise service to students and parents
• Let all staff know about it so they can suggest its use to students
• Teach students how to use it…eg start of year talks; posters; newsletters; on the website; 
• Design FAQ’s that explain the process. This is important for the development of mental  health literacy.
• Start small  e.g. emails only
• Have clear instructions about confidentiality on site
• Select the websites appropriate to your students needs (eg Reachout; Itsalright; Kids Help Line)
• Have a go - once it is set up, there is little maintenance required.

If you would like to learn more about the effective use of on-line technology in service delivery to students, step by 
step instructions and a short DVD can be found at  www.agca.mmplus.com.au
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Relevant learning from the MindMatters Plus initiative:
“Students are more likely to see help if they feel confident in their environment, the 

sources of help are known to them, readily accessible and confidential.”


