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The purpose of this guide is to assist school counsellors and psychologists in 
establishing online support for students with high needs in the area of mental 
health (SHN) in secondary schools. It incorporates suggestions and considerations 
which may need to be adapted to the local setting. It is appreciated that every 
school’s situation varies and in particular, not all schools have the same information 
technology platform. It is not intended to provide specific technical details as local 
circumstances would determine the most appropriate technical setup. The guide 
should be read in conjunction with the DVD, Talk 2 Me. 
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Online Support
Online support for students with high needs in the area of mental health can be 
categorised into four types:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The resulting ‘websurround’ provides students with a comprehensive support system 
through a variety of technological formats and facilities.

Links to existing websites 
to provide information  

Email systems

Short Messaging Service 
(SMS) for quick messaging  

Chat room facilities for online 
counselling.
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Websites
It is known that one of the most popular uses of the Internet is for health information. 
Young people only want information when they need it. A number of websites have 
already been developed to support young people and are freely accessible on the 
Internet. The difficulty is that young people often don’t know how to quickly access 
these sites in time of need. Therefore, this Guide shows how schools can easily link 
these sites to their school websites. These sites provide information on how to deal 
with the problems young people often face. 

For an extensive list of appropriate websites go to the index of resources on the 
Australian Guidance & Counselling Association’s website http://mmplus.agca.com.
au/index.php

Examples of  such sites inlcude:
Reachout  www.reachout.com.au 
Kids Help Line  www.kidshelp.com.au 
SANE Australia www.itsalright.com.au 
Bullying no way www.bullyingnoway.com.au
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E-mail
School counsellors can use email as a functional facility for their clients, or as a 
therapeutic tool. It could be used for just booking appointments or giving short 
answers to questions young people might have, or it could be used for ongoing 
counselling sessions. 

Email has become as familiar as the telephone for instant communication for  
young people. Just as school counsellors use the telephone, both for functional 
(eg. appointments and quick questions) and for counselling, email can be used in 
both these ways.

Consider 
Using email in order to supplement face-to-face counselling, as a follow up activity 
(homework)

Benefits of  email
Ü By writing their thoughts, clients are able to reflect on their thinking

Ü The records of interactions can be kept

Ü It can be an extension of face-to-face counselling (e-therapy)
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SMS - Short Message Service
The use of SMS allows for immediate, and effective transmission of concise 
messages. Texting is an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives and for the majority, 
it is the most popular form of electronic communication. In fact, SMS using the 
mobile phone or the computer, has turned these technological tools into social tools. 
Although young people may use texting to avoid emotionally distressing situations, 
it can also be used by school counsellors in a positive way. For example, Reachout 
contacts young people by text to support them in times of stress eg exam periods.

Young people use text messaging to build and maintain their social network

Consider
Providing a mobile phone number to enable students to book appointments or seek 
information. It could take the form of an electronic ‘question box’.

Short Message Service (SMS) 
Is a service available on most digital mobile phones (and other mobile devices,  
eg a Pocket PC, or occasionally even computers) that permits the sending of short 
messages (also known as text messages, or more colloquially SMSes, texts or even 
txts) between mobile phones, other handheld devices and even landline telephones. 
Software and hardware is available to enable SMS to be sent via your computer.
Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
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Online Counselling
The idea of providing counselling services via the internet is becoming a more 
accepted mode of support. For example, a quick search of the net will reveal a 
number of agencies and commercial organisations that are now offering this service.  
If a student can access the school counsellor via a synchronous mechanism such as 
a chat room, students especially boys, may be more willing to seek help. 

Online counselling is already being used. Kids Help Line provides web counselling to 
supplement their national telephone counselling service. 

Benefits of  providing online counselling through the school website
Ü  The school counsellor has knowledge of the local community & how services  

can be accessed

Ü  The school counsellor is identifiable to students and is thereby not seen as a  
total stranger

Ü  The service can provide students with a sense of anonymity through a ‘one step 
removed’ effect 

Ü  Students tend to perceive the counselling relationship as a more balanced 
interaction thereby being more conducive for student use
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N.B Every effort should be taken to safeguard the privacy and safety of any young person 
using online services

Barriers to the implementation of  online counselling in schools
Ü  Some counsellors don’t perceive themselves as technically competent, more 

‘people people’

Ü  Perception that the medium is inadequate for building rapport 

Ü  Lack of confidence in keyboard skills

Ü  Concerns due to the perceived lack of control over the process 

Ü  Perceived legal implications of ‘duty of care’ 

Ü Concerns focusing on issues of ethics and confidentiality

For an expanded discussion of these issues read- Cyber pathway to care: On-line support for 
students with high needs
Why not set up a chat room for students to talk to you – this is the starting point for  
online counselling
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So you would like to launch your services into cyberspace….
If still unsure, investigate what is possible. Surf the Internet. Do a “google’ search for 
‘online counselling’...and see where it leads.  
“Google” is one of a number of search engines

Explore the possibilities.
You may be surprised by the amount of online counselling already out there on the 
Internet. Once you are excited and enthusiastic to begin...check out the local scene. 
Discover the capabilities of your school website. 

Set up a support services webpage on the school website
Ü  Do you have links to websites which provide information for young people from 

your school website? 

Ü  Talk to your Information Technology person in the school. Ask the following 
question…“Is there a section of the website specifically dedicated to the school 
counsellor or psychologist?”

Ü  Use the AGCA Index of resources to select appropriate websites links. Work with 
the school’s IT person to put these links on the school website 

Ü  Some sites have directions on how to create links to their website.eg  
http://www.bullyingnoway.com.au/who/banner.shtml
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Set up an accessible email address which has an automatic response 
Make your email address easy to find on the website. It might be possible to set up 
an alias or alternative email address specifically for web enquiries. For ethical and 
‘duty of care’ reasons, it is recommended that an automatic response is associated 
with this email address. 

Ü  Why have an automatic response? Students may access the email in times of   
crisis, and if the counsellor is unable to respond quickly, it is useful for students  
to have the phone numbers of other professionals in the local community.

Ü  Some email systems have the option to have an automatic vacation message…
an alias email may be able to employ this facility.

It is important to give instructions on how to make an online appointment with the 
school counsellor. The ‘Online counselling’ section of the website needs to include 
information about confidentiality and duty of care. Phone numbers and contact details 
of community agencies could be included. Students should be advised to contact 
their local General Practitioner (or other health services) in cases of emergency. 

Ü  The website needs to have alternative contacts for students in crisis.
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Ü  Set up links to alternative websites which provide assistance to young people

Ü  Many counsellors use emails as their primary means of interacting online with 
their students. However, if you would like to develop your online counselling 
services, a chat room facility needs to be established.

Ü  Investigate the possibility of having your email linked to your photo

Set up a ‘secure chat room’ for students to use
Ü  Investigate if your school has access to secure chat rooms provided systemically 

(MSN and Yahoo chat do provide closed chat rooms but often schools are unable 
to use them due to firewalls)

Ü  A secure chat room usually requires a logon and password

Links can be made to chat room facilities. The counsellor would need to have the 
ability to regulate who can enter the chat room and provide logons and passwords 
to ensure security. It is important to understand to what level you can guarantee the 
privacy of the interaction so this can be explained to students. 

Ü   If security is a concern, it may be useful to consider if it is any less secure than  
a phone call time they can book appointments. For example it might be advertised 
that online 
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Ü  Set availability times so students are generally aware at what appointments can 
be made for between 2pm and 4pm. The inclusion of some out-of-class time 
allows students to access the service from home. 

Ü  Queensland, schools can access The Learning Place through Education 
Queensland. One of the utilities provided are project rooms. A project room can 
be set up for the purposes of providing secure online communication between 
students and teachers. A link from the school website can be made to the 
designated project room. This project room becomes the counsellors chat room…  
Contact The Learning Place for information on how to access this facility  
http://education.qld.gov.au/learning place 

Ü   For school psychologists and counsellors in other states, talk to the ICT person in 
your school and investigate your state’s resources for similar solutions

A suggested process for arranging an online  
counselling appointment:
1. Student accesses counsellor’s email address from the school website.
2. Student sends an email to request appointment time which prompts an automatic  

 response with alternative emergency contacts.
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3. Counsellor responds to email by sending out time of appointment, the logon and 
password to be used and directions on how to access the chat room.
4. Student reads confidentiality information on website prior to entering the chat room.
5. The online counselling consultation takes place. 

Once the facilities for online counselling are established, there is little to do as far as 
maintenance. Its usage will depend on how well its availability is known.

Advertise and raise awareness of  the availability of  online 
services within the school 

Some suggestions 
Ü Introduce the online services as part of the orientation process for new students

Ü Talk to classes

Ü Mention the services when with groups of students 

Ü Demonstrate the service to students

Ü Make posters advertising the service and put them where students congregate

Ü Advertise in the school newsletter

Ü Use for peer mediation 
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Ü Have a FAQ section outlining the process on the website

Ü Have your IT person put an advertisement banner on the school computers

Register for some professional development and training in 
online counselling 
Ü  For example, to increase your skills, learn about the language used in chat rooms. 

It often contains abbreviations and symbols. A number of websites provide chat 
tips eg. http://uscash.net/tips/chat.html

Ü  Did you know that emoticons are a visual way of expressing feelings and 
concepts. Example of websites which provide a libraries of emoticons can be 
found at http://www.bigblueball.com/im/yahoo/yahoo-smileys.php and  
http://messenger.msn.com/Resource/Emoticons.aspx

Future developments: 
Ü  communication technologies will continue to present a number of exciting 

challenges for the helping professions

Ü  watch out for future training in online counselling




