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Airplane Mask Protocol

As a passenger on a flight you settle into your assigned seat on the plane, the flight

attendant begins their announcements on plane safety and security in the event of an emergency

during flight. If you are an avid traveler, you have heard the announcements before, and may

begin to tune out the instructions. The announcement includes seat belts, water emergencies, life

jackets and lighting. Before you completely dive into the book you brought to read on the plane,

the flight attendant reviews the air mask protocol, “Should the cabin lose pressure, oxygen masks

will drop from the overhead area. Please place the mask over your own mouth and nose before

assisting others.” The reminder makes sense to you considering a short-term emergency on a

plane, but what happens if you are too busy helping others to forget your own air mask in the

process? Or what happens when a short-term emergency turns into a long-term emergency or

chronic issue?

As the COVID-19 pandemic hit, school counselors across the globe dove into the foray

of crisis management in their schools, initially thinking that this pandemic was a short-term

emergency. Some managed to put their own airplane masks on before starting into what they

hoped was a short term crisis. Two years later after working countless hours above the norm,

school counselors are gasping for breath in the wake of COVID-19, as students, staff and

community mental health issues skyrocket.  The post-pandemic era produced a list of unending

mental health needs in our communities as communities grapple with the loss of loved ones, new

and unusual stigmas and increased financial instabilities (Joshi & Sharma, 2020; Karaman et al.,



2021 & Pincus et al., 2020). Prior to the pandemic, Holman et al., (2019) and Mullen et al.,

(2017), shared that a leading factor in school counselor burnout was role ambiguity and

conflicting demands on the school counselor’s time where, “school counselors can face multiple

and competing demands, leading to symptoms of stress, empathy fatigue, emotional exhaustion,

counselor impairment, and eventual departure or resignation from their jobs” (Mullen et al., 2017

p. 1). Karaman et al., (2021) identified in their study that with the increase of psychological

symptoms in students, there is a direct increase in the intensity of a school counselor’s workload.

Additionally, Pincus et al., (2020), identified the importance of school counselors’ mental health

training in supporting students during the COVID-19 pandemic, and yet not all school counselors

have been trained in mental health counseling or have been trained in mental health counseling

to the level that needs to be addressed in schools today. As Joshi and Sharma (2020) note, the

high demands in counselors’ jobs during COVID-19 with significantly lower levels of positive

results is leading to an increase in burnout in school counselors, and they recognize that the

“cumulative compassion fatigue may result in a state of exhaustion.” (p. 2). With the increasing

demands for mental health support in schools and the ongoing crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic,

the pressure on school counselors is only mounting, leading to much higher rates of burnout.

What are the consequences and solutions to this problem for school counselors if they do not first

put on their breathing mask in order to better help their students?

Research on educators, school counselors and mental health counselors’ experiences of

stress and burnout is extensive and continues to grow as different stressors are added to the

responsibilities of school counselors. On a personal level, school counselors face stressors that

lead to work related rumination where they continue to think about work related problems long

after work is done (Mullen et al., 2020). School counselors may also face burnout symptoms in



their personal lives that include insomnia, substance use and abuse, overeating, high blood

pressure, increased mental health symptoms and an overall personal life deterioration (Holman et

al., 2019). While others may face severe burnout through “vicarious traumatization, compassion

fatigue and impairment,” (Sanders, 2021, p. 6). These personal side effects of burnout, combined

with the professional side effects, can lead to school counselors quitting and leaving the

profession altogether. Holman et al., (2019) identified several causes for burnout in school

counselors – external demands, role ambiguity, non-counseling duties and role conflict, not to

mention extra duties and stressors from COVID-19.  Tied to the causes of burnout are a school

counselor’s abilities to rebound from stressful situations.  Mullen et al., (2020) noted that

“limited or insufficient recovery results in impaired ability to work effectively,” (p. 2). Holman et

al., (2019) also identified professional costs for school counselors as the result of burnout –

lower levels of school counselor effectiveness, lower levels of engagement with students and

lower levels of professional support (Holman et al., 2019). With these professional and personal

costs to school counselors, stress and burnout can lead to an overall decreased job satisfaction,

and eventually job termination (Mullen et al., 2017; Mullen et al., 2020). The research data is

alarming, but it is not where the school counseling profession needs to stop and get stuck.

Instead, it is time for school counselors to grasp their breathing masks and put them back on

before continuing to help others.

Often when considering stress and burnout, school counselors automatically respond

with, “I need to do more self-care,” but researchers are showing that there are many ways to

mitigate burnout in school counselors including inherent emotional intelligence, setting healthy

boundaries, developing resilience and grit, connecting with others through building a social

support network, practicing supervision and consultation, and also developing healthy daily,



monthly and yearly habits of self-care including school counselor retreats (Fye et al., 2020;

Holman et al., 2019; Mullen & Crowe, 2018; Sanders, 2021). Wahyuni et al., (2019) studied

emotional intelligence (EI) and school climate as it related to school counselor burnout noting

that higher levels of EI correlated with lower levels of school counselor burnout, while a school’s

climate (negative environment) increased school counselor burnout. Sanders (2021) and Mullen

and Crowe (2018) identified the importance of developing resilience and grit as protective

factors for school counselors against chronic stress and burnout.  Sanders (2021) expressed that

resilience can be developed through having a specific purpose and goals at work, and it can be

maintained through intentional self-care practices and developing connections with other school

counselors while building other relationships outside of work. Mullen and Crowe’s (2018)

research found that school counselors had moderate to high levels of grit where grit “is a

persistent effort to accomplish a task or goal while maintaining effort and interest over a long

period of time despite setbacks, challenges and apathy” (p. 158). They noted that grit is tied to a

school counselor’s personal passion, and that “grittier school counselors also reported lower

levels of stress and burnout” (Mullen & Crowe, 2018, p. 158-159). In addition to EI, resilience

and grit, establishing healthy boundaries is key in mitigating burnout in school counselors.

School counselors can be empowered to take control of their tasks and time through advocacy

and psychoeducation to the community on school counselors’ roles and responsibilities in

alignment with the ASCA national model (Fye et al., 2020; Holman et al., 2019). While setting

boundaries on time and school counselor duties is imperative for school counselors to practice,

Mullen et al., (2020) also encourages school counselors to learn to detach from their work as a

healthy boundary. In addition to setting boundaries, school counselors thrive when connected to

others through coworker support, individual and group supervision and peer consultation where



these connections validate a school counselor’s work and combat burnout symptoms in school

counselors (Fye et al., 2020; Holman et al., 2019). Lastly, school counselors can mitigate burnout

through ongoing self-care including individual practices of healthy eating, exercise, getting

enough sleep, practicing good mental and physical hygiene, and connecting with others that they

care about (Sanders, 2021). Other alternatives to individual self-care include state and national

school counselor conferences, team or district retreats or weekly yoga sessions that build

community and provide restoration through connection to others (Sanders, 2021).

Rather than gasping for air due to burnout in this post-pandemic era where the needs

facing school counselors are endless, grab your own air mask of burnout prevention and put it on

knowing that in order to help others survive COVID-19 and the ensuing mental health crisis, you

must first help yourself.  While it may be counterintuitive to put yourself first, you cannot serve

others if you yourself are burned out and unable to breathe due to the extensive stressors and

pressures on you as a school counselor. Rescue yourself first, utilizing your emotional

intelligence, resiliency, grit, boundaries, connections through group and individual supervision or

peer consultation and individual or group self-care, and then when you are in a stable place reach

out and help others along the way. The ongoing mental health issues from the COVID-19 crisis

are not a sprint, but a marathon, so pace yourselves and put yourselves first as we continue to

serve students across the state. We all need you to keep breathing as we face the rising tides of

mental health issues as the result of COVID-19.
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