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Abstract 

School counselors are the epitome of social change agents and advocates for children.  

Working mothers, particularly those who serve as school counselors, have reported 

experiences of fatigue, burnout, anxiety, and stress. Researchers have established the 

need to address the distinctive juncture of motherhood and school counselor 

responsibilities, as well as the overlap in demands. Rotter’s social learning theory was 

used as the theoretical framework of this study. This quantitative cross-sectional study 

examined the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and locus of control as 

predictors of burnout among working mothers in the school counseling profession. 

Survey data were collected from 72 school counselors at the elementary, middle, and 

high school levels.  Results of a multiple linear regression analysis showed a negative 

correlation of the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and locus of control 

onto burnout, although not statistically significant. Findings may be used to advocate for 

aligning appropriate tasks for school counselors with education and training, which may 

enable school counselors to reduce stress and maintain balance, professionally and 

personally.  The social change implication is that school counselors could more 

effectively serve the emotional and academic advancement of students when counselors' 

secondary traumatic stress is reduced. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Women face career barriers across professional domains (Daly & Groes, 2017; 

Krajewski & Goffin, 2015). The design of a woman’s identity allows the integration of 

her principles and priorities, through which she makes her decisions (Mazerolle & 

Goodman, 2013). In the 21st century, the reality of working life is that an employee 

struggles to simultaneously manage her professional and personal life. (Hersch, 2015; 

Leung et al., 2016). In the exertion to balance career and motherhood, the influence or 

interference of one on the other may lead to anxiety and burnout (Robinson et al., 2016). 

School counselors face a collection of challenges (McMahon et al., 2014). These 

entail challenges inherent in the development and preservation of quality school 

counseling programs, as outlined by the American School Counselor Association (ASCA, 

2017), and impact the ability for school counselors to negotiate professional and personal 

responsibilities (King et al., 2018). Working mothers are wedged between the demands of 

caring for their children, maintaining household responsibilities, and fulfilling 

professional commitments (Leung et al., 2016). 

Considerable improvements toward the increase of women in the workforce have 

been made since the mid-1990s (Belwal & Belwal, 2014; Hibel et al., 2014). Nearly 62% 

of American workers are women, and two-thirds of working women are either the sole 

breadwinner or a dual breadwinner in the household (Kalliath & Kalliath, 2015). As a 

result, the matter of work-family balance among women has become dominant (Tinklin 

et al., 2012). Despite spending more time working outside of the home, a woman’s 

household and child-care responsibilities have not shifted (Munn, 2013; Rose, 2017). 
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Many working women continue to manage their roles as a parent and a professional 

(Tinklin et al., 2012).  

Multitasking amongnumerous responsibilities may lead to role conflict which 

emerges when these responsibilities are expected to be achieved simultaneously, and the 

time demands of each role pose difficulties (Hibel et al., 2014; Tinklin et al., 2012). 

Working mothers tend to their children’s needs which include, but are not limited to, 

meal preparation, daily structure, day-to-day discipline, emotional support, consistency, 

medical and dental appointments, and school-related events (Rose, 2017). For many 

women, the balance of work and family presents challenges (Culbreth et al., 2013; 

Mazerolle & Goodman, 2013). 

Women who seek to excel at motherhood and career simultaneously, may be at a 

disadvantage within the workplace or subject to role conflict, leading to disorder in either 

role (Rose, 2017; Sabbath et al., 2015). In dual-parent households where the mother and 

father work outside of the home, research has shown women still take primary 

responsibility for most domestic responsibilities (DePasquale et al., 2014; Moate et al., 

2016). The increase in professional and personal responsibilities results in potential 

conflict because of competing demands (Bardhoshi et al., 2014). Role conflict is not 

restrained to specific professions; however, there are challenges distinctive to the juncture 

of motherhood and school counselor responsibilities (Neckel et al., 2017). Being a 

mother and a school counselor are not short-term responsibilities as these roles require 

substantial time commitments (King et al., 2018), multitasking abilities (Beaumont et al., 

2016), significant emotional investment (Blau & Kahn, 2013), and high volumes of 
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energy (Lawson & Myers, 2011). The expectation of school counselors includes long 

work hours and facilitation of school-related events (e.g., parent nights, college and 

career fairs, new student orientations) that may occur on evenings and some weekends 

(Moate et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2016). School counselors’ responsibilities often 

include individual counseling, small groups, peer mediation, transcript evaluations, 

classroom lessons, crisis response, and participation in professional development and 

restorative practices (ASCA, 2017; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). The responsibilities of 

motherhood such as meal preparation, child-care, spending quality time with children, 

organizing and attending extracurricular activities, and other household responsibilities 

often overlap with work demands (Beaumont et al., 2016; Belwal & Belwal, 2014).  

The overlap of responsibilities contributes to fatigue, depression, and secondary 

traumatic stress, impacting the ability to meet professional and personal obligations 

(McMahon et al., 2014). Work and family responsibilities may leave women feeling 

undervalued as mothers and as school counselors (Blau & Kahn, 2013; Culbreth et al., 

2013). To navigate motherhood and professional responsibilities, women should employ 

personal and professional coping strategies in response to competing demands 

(Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018). The demands from various responsibilities result in 

feelings of burnout, exhaustion, frustration, and personal and professional conflict 

(Beaumont et al., 2016; McMahon et al., 2014). Several factors influence the 

achievement of professional mothers, to include the proficiency of work-life balance 

(Mikolajczak & Roskam, 2018). The ability to develop and maintain the skill required to 

organize multiple responsibilities is essential for women to preserve dual roles as mother 
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and school counselor (Oduh, 2016). While female school counselors who continue to 

raise children sustain challenges of conflicting expectations, they are still expected to be 

uniquely qualified to address students’ academic, social-emotional health, and career 

development needs (ASCA, 2017; King et al., 2018). Through advocacy, leadership, and 

collaboration, school counselors are the catalysts of the development and maintenance of 

the school’s comprehensive counseling program (ASCA, 2017).  

The school counselor is responsible for setting and maintaining a clear vision, 

goals, and objectives; establishing a consistent and shared culture, focusing on student 

outcomes; and teaching student competencies (ASCA, 2017). To substantiate the 

achievement of a school counseling program in measurable terms, school counselors 

evaluate the school’s strategic plan as well as school counseling program data to 

determine how students are different, as a result of services provided by the school 

counseling program (Robinson et al., 2016).  

There is an increasing need to better understand the predictors of burnout among 

working mothers in school counseling (Kenny & Cooper, 2012; Kossek et al., 2012), 

specifically school counselors’ locus of control as a potential mechanism by which 

secondary traumatic stress may produce changes on burnout. To sustain success in their 

careers as well as motherhood, there is a yearning to parallel this need. To explore 

secondary traumatic stress and locus of control as predictors of burnout among working 

mothers in school counseling, I conducted a predictive analysis, multiple linear 

regression. Further details surrounding work-life balance and role conflict of working 

mothers in school counseling will be discussed in Chapter 2. 
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Background 

Belwal and Belwal (2014) found that despite the increased number of mothers 

employed outside of the home, women spend more time than men maintaining the 

responsibilities of child-rearing and household chores. In 2012, fathers spent 1.3 hours 

per day completing household chores, while mothers spent 2.5 hours per day completing 

household chores (Krajewski & Goffin, 2015). Additionally, mothers spent 1.2 hours 

caring for the children while fathers spent 0.7 hours per day caring for the children 

(Krajewski & Goffin, 2015). Parker and Wang (2013) determined that juggling the tasks 

of motherhood and work produced a stressful environment that could evolve into 

numerous issues, physically and mentally. According to Cheng and McCarthy (2013), 

role conflict occurs when individuals have difficulty with one role due to having a 

competing role; thus, the stress of one domain (e.g., work) may negatively impact the 

experiences within another domain (e.g., home). Johnson (2015) argued that an 

individual’s perception of control over their internal psychological environment is 

directly related to their health and well-being; and a conceded sense of control is found to 

be the nucleus of various psychological illnesses, such as depression and secondary 

traumatic stress.  

Engelhardt (2016) conducted a qualitative, interview-based investigation with 200 

elementary, middle, and high school counselors, 126 female and 74 male. Their findings 

determined that school counselors believe personality, particularly the desire to control 

everything, plays a critical role in increasing their chances for developing secondary 

traumatic stress. One method of determining control is to apply the locus of control 
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component of social learning theory (SLT) as established by Rotter (1966), who 

suggested that the degree to which people believe their lives are under their own control 

is an essential variable of personality, which differs from person to person. Ogolla (2016) 

posited that locus of control is one of the most crucial factors with a significant role in 

secondary traumatic stress and may increase or decrease negative emotions, most 

notably, within the workplace. 

Problem Statement 

Kalliath and Kalliath (2015) noted that becoming a mother creates an identity 

shift; as the transformation of motherhood is one of the most significant psychological, 

emotional, and physical changes a woman experiences (Berger, 2013; Rose, 2017; 

Sabbath et al., 2015). The number of women with children under the age of 18 has 

increased, and they spend more time than men maintaining the responsibilities of taking 

care of the children and household responsibilities (Belwal & Belwal, 2014; Blau & 

Kahn, 2013; Hibel et al., 2014). In 1948, 17% of mothers with children under the age of 

18 worked outside of the home (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). In 2013, 69.9% of 

working mothers were employed outside of the home as a part of a dual-earning 

household (Belwal & Belwal, 2014). In 2017, the percentage of the population of full-

time working mothers with children under the age of 18 increased to 73.2% (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2017).  

Individuals in mental health professions, such as school counseling, spend a 

substantial amount of energy and time focused on helping others, often neglecting their 

own needs (King et al., 2018). School counselors regularly engage in functions that are 
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not remotely related to either their training or their professionally determined roles; 

including scheduling, testing, disciplinary tasks, and clerical duties, which have been 

identified as interpersonal stressors related to burnout (King et al., 2018; Oduh, 2016). To 

add to that understanding, Blau and Kahn (2013) examined the perceived resilience 

among school counselors and determined that self-neglect from professional burnout may 

lead to a variety of consequences that impair the mental health professional, including 

secondary traumatic stress.  

Culbreth et al. (2013) asserted that school counselors experienced secondary 

traumatic stress due to their characteristics and perspectives on client interactions, like 

personality traits. Ethical standards support the concept that self-care should be a priority 

for practicing professionals to prevent secondary traumatic stress and burnout (ASCA, 

2017; King et al., 2018). The personality trait, locus of control, has been identified as a 

factor that influences an individual’s ability to cope with stress (Culbreth, 2013; Stamm, 

2002, 2005). The moderating variable in the study is the locus of control. Researchers 

have identified a relationship between locus of control and burnout. In the field of 

education, researchers have shown the discrepancy between the actual self and the ideal-

self has been associated with a negative self-image, placing the woman at higher risk of 

meeting mental illness criteria, and affecting the relationship with her spouse/significant 

other and children (King et al., 2013). In other employment fields, external locus of 

control has been associated with low levels of job satisfaction (Moss et al., 2014). 

Although the aforementioned research regarding the locus of control and burnout 

illuminates significant findings, limited research has been conducted on locus of control 
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as a moderating variable to explain further the relationship between secondary traumatic 

stress and burnout of working mothers in school counseling. As such, further research is 

warranted to examine locus of control and secondary traumatic stress affect the levels of 

burnout among working mothers in school counseling as an effort to address the problem 

of stress for professional mothers experiencing burnout (Beaumont et al., 2016; Robinson 

et al., 2016).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative, cross-sectional study, using a web-based survey, 

was to examine the relationship of working mothers’ locus of control to secondary 

traumatic stress as measured by the level of burnout within the school counseling 

profession. The goal of this analysis was to explore working mothers in school 

counseling who reported an internal-external locus of control and their level of secondary 

traumatic stress to predict burnout in their school counseling profession. I examined the 

role of locus of control, the moderating variable, on the relationship between secondary 

traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers in school counseling. This study may 

add a dimension to the current literature that includes data collected from the ASCA. 

Further, the results of this study may inform school districts to potentially influence 

procedures and policies to benefit school counselors from the reduction of burnout and 

the development of coping mechanisms when taxing circumstances arise (Culbreth et al., 

2013; Oduh, 2016).  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions guided the study: 
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• RQ1: What is the relationship between locus of control and burnout of 
working mothers, who are employed as school counselors? 
H01: There is no statistically significant relationship between locus of control 
and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 
Ha1: There is a statistically significant relationship between locus of control 
and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 

• RQ2: What is the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and burnout 
of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors?  
H02: There is no statistically significant relationship between secondary 
traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school 
counselors. 
Ha2: There is a statistically significant relationship between secondary 
traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school 
counselors. 

• RQ3: Does locus of control moderate the relationship between secondary 
traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school 
counselors? 
H03: Locus of control does not significantly moderate the relationship 
between secondary traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are 
employed as school counselors. 
Ha3: Locus of control does significantly moderate the relationship between 
secondary traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are 
employed as school counselors. 

Theoretical Framework 

Rotter’s (1966) SLT expanded upon traditional behavioral theories, built on 

existent social theory by suggesting that social learning abilities, like Bandura’s cognitive 

processes required for modeling, and correlated with other forms of learning and 

intelligence. A major component of SLT is personality, as it represents an individual’s 

interaction within his or her environment (Johnson et al., 2015). The dominant 

perspective in Rotter’s SLT acknowledges personality; therefore, behavior is changeable. 

Rotter (1966) affirmed that to understand behavior better, one should consider the 

individual’s life experiences and environment. Sagone and Caroli (2014) clarified the 
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“locus of control is defined as a personality trait referred to an individual’s perception of 

the locus of events as internally determined by his or her own behavior fate, luck, or 

external circumstances” (p. 222). Researchers concluded that SLT’s four core elements 

are behavior potential, expectancy, reinforcement value, and psychological situation, and 

that an individual possesses a stronger influence on his or her life and decisions than past 

cognitive theories give credit (Consiglio et al., 2013).  

Rotter (1966) explained that locus of control is the general principle that an 

individual’s consequences are contingent upon their actions, and their patterned 

behaviors later develop into a framework defining future outcomes. Over time, 

individuals learn that they possess control over their life experiences or do not possess 

control based on experiences that are generalized in various situations (Rotter, 1966). 

SLT is a platform used to examine further and possibly confirm the statistically 

significant relationship between locus of control and secondary traumatic stress found in 

working mothers in school counseling (Cheng et al., 2013; McMahon et al., 2014).  

Nature of the Study 

The nature of the study was a quantitative, cross-sectional design using an online 

survey for data collection (see Sue & Ritter, 2007). A purposive sampling strategy (see 

Eitka et al., 2016; Parker & Wang, 2013) was used to target working mothers who were 

employed as school counselors and active members of the ASCA database. I used 

G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) with a given power of .80, an effect size of .15, and an alpha 

level of .05, generating an estimated sample size of 72. I applied a standard multiple 

linear regression analysis, using two predictor variables. Participants were selected using 
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online recruitment through the ASCA Resource Center database tool, which was 

available to me as a current ASCA member. I secured the online request for their 

participation, which contained the URL link to access the online survey. I also sent the 

link to the ASCA’s director of academic research via email that notified potential 

participants of the study and requested participation. Upon their response to the 

recruitment information, the participants were asked to agree to participate through an 

online informed consent form. 

I examined whether there was a statistically significant relationship between locus 

of control and secondary traumatic stress as predictors of burnout of working mothers in 

the school counseling profession. Although there is a well-established relationship 

between secondary traumatic stress and burnout, I further examined if the relationship 

between secondary traumatic stress and burnout was modified by locus of control. It may 

help explain that relationship among working mothers who are employed as school 

counselors. This approach is in alignment with research questions examining the 

interaction of the independent variables and the dependent variable (Yilmaz, 2013).  

Variables examined in this study were (a) secondary traumatic stress (X), 

independent/predictor variable; (b) locus of control (M), independent/moderating 

variable; and (c) burnout (Y), dependent/outcome variable. Cross-sectional data were 

collected via responses to the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Human Services Survey (MBI-

HSS), Rotter’s Locus of Control (LOC) Scale, and the Professional Quality of Life 

Measure, Version 5 (ProQOL-5). The MBI-HSS, a 22-item survey, is the leading 

measure of burnout, in which participants read job-related feelings and describe the 
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frequency with which they exhibit those feelings (Maslach et al., 1996). The MBI-HSS 

comprises three subscales: Depersonalization, Emotional Exhaustion, and Personal 

Accomplishment (Maslach et al., 1996). The five-item Depersonalization Scale measures 

the extent to which the helping professional experiences impersonal, negative, or cynical 

responses toward the recipients of their service. The nine-item Emotional Exhaustion 

Scale measures feelings of exhaustion and emotional over-extension. The eight-item 

Personal Accomplishment Scale measures how competent and successful the helping 

professional feels in their profession. The MBI-HSS is unique in that lower scores report 

higher levels of burnout. Within each item subgroup, the frequency scale runs low to 

high: never, a few times a year or less, once a month or less, a few times a month, once a 

week, a few times a week, or each day. The MBI-HSS helps to distinctly distinguish 

where participants fall on the continuum of a low, medium, or high levels of burnout, 

rather than a yes or no opposition. According to the MBI manual, the reliability 

coefficients for each sub-scale are .79 for the Depersonalization Scale, .90 for the 

Emotional Exhaustion Scale, and .71 for the Personal Accomplishment Scale. The MBI-

HSS, compared to other related measures, has been found to have both discriminant and 

convergent validity for those individuals within the mental health profession (Maslach et 

al., 2016). I received permission to use the MBI-HSS survey instrument for the study. 

Rotter’s LOC Scale is a 29-item, forced-choice questionnaire, and each 

participant is presented with two statements and must choose the statement they agree 

with the most (Rotter, 1966). The scale is widely used. It is one of the earliest studies 

conducted with a sample of 541 Catholic high school students where test-retest 
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reliabilities ranged between .45 and .87, which is consistent with other research (Lange & 

Tiggeman, 2010). In addition, concurrent validity was established (r = .42, p < .001). 

While Rotter (1966) theorized that personality traits tended to possess either an external 

or internal locus of control, he also acknowledged that control varied based on 

circumstances. A higher score signifies an external locus of control, whereas a lower 

score an internal locus of control (Rotter, 1966). I received permission to use the LOC 

instrument for the study. 

One of the most well-known instruments to operationalize secondary traumatic 

stress is the ProQOL-5, originally developed from an earlier instrument called the 

Compassion Fatigue Self-Test (Figley, 1996; Stamm, 2005). The ProQOL-5 has 30-item 

Likert scale items (Stamm, 2010). Stamm (2010) did not present the reliability or validity 

for the ProQOL-5; however, Stamm cited reliable Cronbach’s alpha levels for all 

subscales, α = .82, α = .80, and α = .90, respectively. I received permission to use the 

ProQOL-5 instrument for the study. 

As a predictive analysis, a multiple linear regression was applied to describe the 

data and to explain further the relationship between burnout, the dependent variable, and 

locus of control and secondary traumatic stress, independent variables. Multiple linear 

regression analysis assumes a causal relationship between independent variables, locus of 

control and secondary traumatic stress, and dependent variable, burnout. Thus, the 

regression analysis may help to (a) identify the strength of the relationship between 

variables, (b) examine change, and/or (c) predict trends and future values (Faul et al., 

2007). Forward selection involves starting with no variables in the model, testing the 
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addition of each variable using a chosen model-fit criterion, adding the variable (if any) 

whose inclusion gives the most statistically significant relationship of the fit, and 

repeating the process until none improves the model to a statistically significant extent 

(Kleinbaum et al., 2004). The independent variables (e.g., secondary traumatic stress, 

locus of control) were entered into the equation, and each one deleted if the value does 

not significantly contribute to the regression analysis. Faul et al. (2007) asserted that 

variables of greater theoretical significance must be entered first. Traditionally, the value 

is set to .05 level, but because of the exploratory nature of the forward selection method, 

the value may be set at .05 or .15. This analysis, in turn, created the most suitable 

prediction equation. A limitation of the study is purposive sampling as the generalized 

assumptions are more subjective and present researcher bias Gallet al., 2007). Because of 

the vulnerability to errors in judgment by the researcher, there was potential to generate a 

low level of reliability and a high level of bias (Eitka et al., 2016). Ethical considerations 

included participants omitting and/or falsifying information that may skew the results of 

the proposed study (Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). Therefore, the online informed consent 

included a disclosure statement requesting that participants maintain honesty and 

candidness throughout the duration of the study. 

Definitions of Terms 

Burnout: Burnout is defined as a state of physical, emotional, and mental 

exhaustion resulting from long-term involvement in work situations that are emotionally 

demanding (Moate et al., 2016; Neckel et al., 2017). Burnout is a syndrome of emotional 
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exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur 

among individuals who work with people in some capacity (Maslach et al., 2011). 

Depersonalization: Depersonalization is feeling an impersonal response toward 

the job and people (Maslach et al., 2011).  

Emotional exhaustion: Emotional exhaustion is feeling emotionally strained and 

drained by one’s work (Maslach et al., 2011); feeling defeated and deprived of energy to 

advance (Limberg et al., 2016).  

External locus of control: The external locus of control supports a belief one is 

helpless, without blame, and not in control of one’s successes and failures (McAnena et 

al., 2016; Rotter, 1966). 

Internal locus of control: The internal locus of control is the belief one can 

influence events and their outcomes (McAnena et al., 2016; Rotter, 1966). 

Locus of control: The locus of control is a person's belief about how much power 

one has over the events in one's life; it helps to explain one’s traits and behavior (Rotter, 

1966; Sagone & Caroli, 2014). 

Secondary traumatic stress: Secondary traumatic stress is described as a specific 

demonstration of secondary traumatic stress wherein an individual’s traumatic 

recollections lead to negative psychological and physical changes in the mental health 

professional (Coetzee & Klopper, 2010). 

Social support: Social support involves perceptions that individuals have access to 

helping relationships of varying quality, which provide resources such as emotional 

empathy, communication of information, or tangible assistance (Kossek et al., 2012). 
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Work-family conflict: Work-family conflict is a form of inter-role conflict that 

occurs when engaging in one role makes it more challenging to engage in another role 

(Cheng & McCarthy, 2013; Kossek et al., 2012). 

Web-based surveys: For this study, web-based surveys specifically represent the 

administration of an online survey through the automated Internet program, Survey 

Monkey (Varela et al., 2016; Waclawski, 2012). 

Assumptions 

There were several assumptions related to the study. First, I assumed that the 

convenience sampling strategy was conducive to recruiting an adequate number of 

participants interested in participating in the study through an online survey and who 

would voluntarily provide authentic, timely, and appropriate responses during the data 

collection process. I also assumed that potential participants would give consent to do so 

(Williams, 2007). Further, I assumed that the school counselors who completed the 

survey instruments were capable of understanding and completing all questionnaires 

wholly and accurately. Another assumption was that participants were currently 

employed school counselors at the elementary, middle, or high school level. I also 

assumed that the study results would have construct validity because participants were 

representative of the population of interest. When using multiple regression analysis, 

Osborne and Waters (2002) denoted caution when concluding violations of the 

assumptions of normality, linearity, little or no multi-collinearity, measurement 

reliability, and homoscedasticity. Such violations may increase the risks for Type I and 

Type II errors (Osborne & Waters, 2002). Another assumption included that the findings 
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from the study were generalizable to other school counselors working in other states 

(Kukull & Ganguli, 2012). Lastly, I assumed that a nonexperimental, quantitative, cross-

section design was appropriate to examine locus of control as a moderating variable to 

explain further the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and burnout of 

working mothers in school counseling. 

Scope and Delimitations 

 The study was delimited to working mothers in current school counseling 

positions: elementary, middle, and/or high school, who have been in the school 

counseling profession for no less than 5 years and have at least one child under the age of 

18. The preferable time in the position is 5 years to obtain an adequate representative 

sample size (Beaumont et al., 2016; Belwal & Belwal, 2014; Blau & Kahn, 2013). 

Participants were recruited from the ASCA database and gave their consent in English. 

Participants were not required to reside in any specified state, only maintain active 

professional membership in the ASCA and have current employment in school 

counseling in the United States.  

Limitations 

Purposive sampling, whose nonrandom technique was based upon deliberate 

qualities of potential participates, presented a limitation of the study as it potentially 

caused bias of the sample population (Eitkan et al., 2016). Potential participants were not 

directly contacted to participate in this study; therefore, I required detailed inclusion 

criteria during the study (Duffy et al., 2016). McKibben and Silvia (2016) cautioned that 
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inattentiveness and socially desirable responses may create a limitation in the validity of 

quantitative survey research, which must be controlled for greater accuracy of data.  

This study was also not intended to address causation to the empirical evidence 

that focused on providing descriptive statistics of the phenomenon of working mothers in 

school counseling (Beaumont et al., 2016; King et al., 2018; Moate et al., 2016); rather, it 

aimed to examine relationships between burnout and potential predictors, secondary 

traumatic stress and locus of control, in working mothers who are employed as school 

counselors. 

Another threat to validity to be considered for this study is instrumentation 

(McKibben & Silvia, 2016), though studies using Rotter’s LOC Scale offered validity 

and reliability confirmation (McAnena et al., 2016; Sagone & Caroli, 2014). The study of 

Johnson et al. (2015) yielded an alpha level of 0.83. Kestenbaum and Hammersla (1976) 

warned that filler-items on the instrument are not necessary and do not prevent 

participants from answering questions in a socially desirable manner. In a forced-choice 

paradigm, choices should hold equal social desirability, something Rotter’s LOC Scale 

fails to do. Findings may not be generalized beyond the small size of the purposive 

sample of participants in this study (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). Further, the purpose, 

scope, and responsibilities as assigned to each school counselor may vary by school 

district within each state (Moate et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2016); therefore, the data 

may present limitations for generalization (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). Additionally, 

web-based surveys have been found to be as reliable as the conventional mailed surveys, 
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but motivation, mindsets, and ability toward surveys may influence social desirability and 

response rate (Sue & Ritter, 2007; Weigold et al., 2013). 

Significance of the Study 

Provoking social change requires balance within individuals’ personal and 

professional lives. Work-life balance as a contemporary issue is linked to gender equality 

(Kalliath & Kalliath, 2015; Rose, 2017). Historically, the gender order assigned specific 

domains of work and home to men and women; however, this established division has 

deteriorated (Blau & Kahn, 2013; Sabbath et al., 2015). The impact of supportive factors 

on the working mother’s attempt to diminish burnout and develop work-life balance; 

however, there is no significant research among working women employed as school 

counselors (Munn, 2013; Parker & Wang, 2013). This extant study may complement the 

work currently available concerning working mothers employed as school counselors and 

their ability to understand and balance their locus of control as well as reduce secondary 

traumatic stress. The potential findings may communicate that society is moving past the 

traditional philosophies of gender roles and embracing the millennial woman, who may 

choose to pursue a mental health career as well as raise a family, therefore, successfully 

balancing each identity (Tinklin et al., 2012).  

Further, school counselors are responsible for advocating for the profession and 

promoting best practices for fellow school counselors (ASCA, 2017; King et al., 2018). 

They are uniquely positioned to expose future school counselors to quality training and 

resources through consistent, appropriate trainings and professional memberships (King 

et al., 2018). Membership within professional organizations may serve as vital resources 
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for beginning and seasoned school counselors; while reducing the likelihood of becoming 

isolated and encouraging practices according to professional standards (Ahmad et al., 

2015).  

Summary 

 Establishing balance between motherhood, marriage, and career may incur many 

challenges for women. Women contribute to the household’s financial element, as there 

are increasingly dual-income families (Culbreth et al., 2013). The lack of awareness 

concerning working mothers employed as school counselors and their ability to balance 

their locus of control and reduce secondary traumatic stress contributes to society moving 

past the traditional philosophies of gender roles; choosing to become a mother and pursue 

a career in mental health, successfully balancing each identity (Oduh, 2016; Robinson et 

al., 2016). Mothers are a crucial element within the home and are said to possess a 

maternal caretaking instinct (Blau & Kahn, 2013; Leung et al., 2016). Therefore, some 

mothers may have an internal desire to balance the roles of home life while taking care of 

their need to meet the financial needs of the home. 

According to Phelps et al. (2012), individuals shift from work-life domains to 

home-life domains, and the ability to do so successfully reduces conflict. The research 

findings, as conducted by Parker and Wang (2013), determined that juggling the tasks of 

motherhood and work produced a stressful environment that could evolve into numerous 

issues, physically and mentally. Cheng and McCarthy (2013) identified that inter-role 

conflict occurs when individuals have difficulty with one role as a result of having a 
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competing role; thus, the stress of one domain (e.g., work) may negatively impact the 

experiences within another domain (e.g., home).  

Additionally, Cheng et al. (2013) argued that an individual’s perception of control 

over their internal psychological environment is directly related to their health and well-

being; a conceded sense of control is found to be the nucleus of various psychological 

illnesses such as depression and secondary traumatic stress (Tinklin et al., 2012). Locus 

of control presents the understanding that some women may be able to cope with multiple 

roles differently based on the locus of control as being internal or external (McAnena et 

al., 2016). In these cases, some women may feel they have control over the events that 

occur in their lives, such as the ability to work and maintain household responsibilities 

(Li & Chung, 2009), whereas others may not feel they have control and instead feel the 

events that occur in their lives are a twist of fate (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). 

 The introduction, problem statement, research questions, significance, theoretical 

framework, terms, and limitations related to the study are presented in Chapter 1. Chapter 

2 contains the review of relevant literature and a descriptive summary of studies related 

to secondary traumatic stress and locus of control as factors of burnout among working 

mothers in school counseling. The methodology and design used to gather data for the 

study are provided in Chapter 3.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

A good mother has been as defined as one who is a traditional stay-at-home 

mother (Belwal & Belwal, 2014; Munn, 2013). However, the number of employed 

married women with children under the age of 18 has dramatically increased over the 

past 40 years (Belwal & Belwal, 2014). Now, women are the second source of income for 

the household (Blau & Kahn, 2013; Tinklin et al., 2012). Women continue to dedicate 

more time to domestic responsibilities and caring for children compared to men (Parker 

& Wang, 2013), while working outside the home. Working mothers spend a considerable 

amount of time at work with the additional responsibilities of scheduling family time, 

leaving less time for themselves (Kenny & Cooper, 2012). Women tend to be more 

vulnerable to life events, report more stress, and rely more on coping skills in comparison 

to their male counterparts (Krajewski & Goffin, 2015). The stress from sustaining 

household responsibilities may lead to secondary traumatic stress in other areas of life, 

specifically work (Krajewski & Goffin, 2015). Further, ongoing stress may lead to 

burnout (Kenny & Cooper, 2012), especially for individuals who serve as mental health 

professionals (Lawson & Myers, 2011; Moate et al., 2016).  

Burnout is a concept that is well-documented among mental health professionals 

(Culbreth et al., 2013; Lawson & Myers, 2011). Researchers have investigated the factors 

contributing to burnout among professionals, especially those who provide service to 

others (Beaumont et al., 2016; King et al., 2018). Over the years, researchers have sought 

to determine the factors contributing to burnout among school counselors. Although few 

studies investigated school counselors and burnout (Moate et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 
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2016), the existing research concluded school counselors were at risk of experiencing 

burnout because of the secondary traumatic stress and exhaustiveness of the profession 

(Bardhoshi et al., 2014; Moate et al., 2016).  

I examined the role of locus of control as a moderating variable on the 

relationship between secondary traumatic stress as a predictor of burnout among working 

mothers in school counseling. To establish the basis for this study, literature was 

examined to review the historical underpinnings and current research related to school 

counselors, women with children working outside the home, burnout, level of secondary 

traumatic stress, and locus of control type (e.g., internal or external). A description of the 

search strategy for the literature review are reviewed. Secondly, a historical explanation, 

rationale, and applicability of Rotter’s SLT as the theoretical framework are discussed.  

This section is followed by the representation of the problem of burnout among 

working mothers employed as school counselors as a result of the independent variable, 

secondary traumatic stress, as well as the moderating variable, locus of control. Next are 

the studies of the literature on the role of school counselors, followed by a discussion of 

the symptoms of burnout, and ending with the study of predictor variables contributing to 

burnout. A review of web-based surveys is presented to provide explanation and support 

for the methodology of the study. This chapter ends with a section summarizing the 

information presented and concludes with the significance and relevance of literature and 

its role in establishing the premise for the study. 
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Search Strategies 

I conducted an electronic search of peer-reviewed and empirical literature 

published during the last 5 years through databases such as ProQuest, SocIndex, Google 

Scholar, EBSCOhost, PsycInfo, and PsychARTICLES, using the key search term 

burnout. The above-named search engines produced 3,071 articles. A combined search to 

locate more relevant literature included the following key search terms: burnout, 

compassion fatigue, work-family conflict, social cognitive theory, locus of control, 

internal locus of control, external locus of control, counselor burnout, occupational 

stress, workplace social support, work-to-family conflict, working mothers, school 

counselor, millennial woman, counselor best practices, inter-role conflict, school 

counseling duties, role balance, role stress, secondary traumatic stress, relationship 

between locus of control and burnout, mental health professionals and working mothers, 

secondary traumatic stress of working mothers, and American school counselor 

association. I used the search terms alone and in various combinations to locate 

additional articles. When the search was narrowed only using the abovementioned key 

search terms, 13 articles were found.  

During the literature review, I searched significant literature published prior to 

2013 that provided the foundation for the theoretical framework and how the theory was 

used in more current studies were obtained. Additional searches included related peer-

reviewed articles with further narrowing to include results from 2013 or later. In addition 

to reviewing peer-reviewed articles, I examined books, dissertations, presentations, and 

other published works that contained a working definition, relevance, or historical and 
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current perspective of the problem; confirmation of gap; use and manipulation of 

variables; or participant population applicable to the study.  

Theoretical Foundation 

Maslach’s theory of burnout is described as a three-factor syndrome of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that progressed 

over time (Maslach & Jackson, 1996). The first factor, emotional exhaustion, occurs in 

the human services field when emotional energy is depleted following services to clients 

for prolonged periods of time (Maslach & Jackson, 1996). According to Maslach et al.  

(2011), emotional exhaustion presumes those individuals are at a prior state of high 

emotional stimulation. 

 The second factor, depersonalization, is described as a negative, cynical attitude 

and feeling about the helping professional’s client (Maslach & Jackson, 1996). Further, it 

involves detachment, dehumanization, and insensitivity by the helping professional in 

response to his or her client. The third factor, reduced personal accomplishment, occurs 

when the helping professional develops feelings of helplessness and frustration around 

his or her perceived inability to achieve professional goals (Maslach & Jackson, 1996). 

Maslach and Jackson (1996) developed a standardized measure of burnout known as the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) that is critical to this research.  

Maslach’s theory is the most broadly researched, and it is the only theory to 

examine the phenomenon of school counselor burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1996; 

Maslach et al., 2011). Maslach used educational specialists and teachers to validate her 

conceptualization that the relationship between human service providers and the clientele 
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is a critical component of burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1996). Maslach’s theory is 

relevant to school counselors because of its inclusion of counselors in the original 

norming group (Maslach et al., 2011).  

Maslach’s Development of Burnout 

The MBI, constructed by Maslach and Jackson, was developed to assess an 

individual’s experience of burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1996; Puig et al., 2012). Maslach 

described burnout as a reaction that occurs after prolonged periods of stress in the work 

setting; the instrument measures three dimensions of burnout: (a) emotional exhaustion, 

(b) depersonalization, and (c) personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; 1996; 

Robinson et al., 2016). Emotional exhaustion, which occurs when an individual is 

overwhelmed by the emotional demands imposed by others (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; 

Puig et al., 2012), is illustrated as an emotion of defeat, depletion, and lack of energy to 

move forward (Limberg et al., 2016). Depersonalization refers to the detachment of the 

job and people, usually occurring after emotional exhaustion establishes itself (Limberg 

et al., 2016). Individuals who depersonalize try to eliminate their stress by performing 

less at work or for the needs of others (Robertson et al., 2016; Robinson et al., 2016). The 

quality of the individual’s job begins to decline, achieving the bare minimum (Limberg et 

al., 2016). One of the most serious risks of depersonalization consists of the 

dehumanization or degrading of others (Robertson et al., 2016). The third dimension of 

burnout includes a lack of personal accomplishment (Robertson et al., 2016). Individuals 

who experience a lack of personal accomplishment express feelings of ineptitude and 

incapability to excel (Limberg et al., 2016).  
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The MBI-HSS, one of the five validated forms of the MBI, was used for this 

study as it is designed for human services professionals (Maslach & Jackson, 1996; Puig 

et al., 2012). The MBI-HSS was appropriate for individuals working in a diverse 

assortment of occupations; including social workers, counselors, therapists, and other 

fields focused on helping people live quality lives by offering, preventing harm, and 

improving emotional, physical problems (Bardhoshi et al., 2014; Maslach & Jackson, 

1981, 1996; Robertson et al., 2016). 

Social Learning Theory 

The SLT, developed by Rotter, provides clarification as to the way reinforcements 

act to increase the chances of expectancy of a behavior, reoccurring in the future (Rotter, 

1966). An individual’s experiences of reinforcements could determine how they attribute 

reinforcements (Rotter, 1966; Sagone & Caroli, 2014). Concepts typically explored in the 

research are related to high-level learning skills; affirming individuals are not the same in 

terms of their generalized expectancies (Li & Chung, 2009). Generalized expectancy 

refers to the individual’s principle that things occur as a result of the individual’s own 

doing, signifying as having an internal locus of control or an external locus of control, 

believing that things occur as a result of luck, fate, or a powerful being (Rotter, 1966; 

Sagone & Caroli, 2014). As a result of such generalized expectancies, characteristic 

changes may follow, influencing the way an individual may respond to situations; 

therefore, individuals respond differently to situations, and expectations are generalized 

(Rotter, 1966). Rotter (1966) developed SLT based on previous research whose results 

were incapable of providing a clear, well-defined understanding of how to determine an 
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individual’s differences in behavior. SLT proceeded to streamline the understanding of an 

individual’s differences in behavior based upon expectancy reinforcement (Friedman & 

Schustack, 2009). Historically, the concept of believing in fate or luck has been explored 

since the late 1800s and was referred to as general passivity (Rotter, 1966). Rotter 

expanded on this understanding by examining how individuals were influenced by the 

concept of general passivity. The individual with an internal locus of control appeared to 

have higher self-esteem and confidence and was able to make more predictable choices 

as opposed to an individual with an external locus of control (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). 

Literature Review 

Women in the Workplace 

Women continue to struggle to be recognized as equals within the workplace 

(Albee & Perry, 2011; Williams, 2011). Goldin (2010), in a study of women college 

graduates in the 20th century, concluded that those graduating between 1900 and 1920 

were instructed to choose between a career or starting a family. In 1920, Congress 

established the Women’s Bureau in the U.S. Department of Labor to investigate the 

conditions of women workers and promote their welfare (Berggren, 2012). The belief that 

the male and female sexes are vastly different, which include their values, abilities, and 

needs—has permeated the history of women and men in the workplace and the home 

(Ferree, 2010; Williams, 2011). 

Working Mothers 

In the early 1900s, women faced significant barriers in the workplace, which 

included societal attitudes, expectations, and policies that motivated role division 
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amongst men and women (Munn, 2013; Murtagh & Moulton, 2011). An example of such 

a barrier, the 1903 bylaw passed by the New York Board of Education, prohibited 

married women from teaching assuming educational leadership roles, like administration 

(Shakeshaft, 2011). Working mothers continue to be negatively impacted by the view of 

the ideal worker as someone who prioritizes work above all else (Bennetts, 2012; Leung 

et al., 2016). Current research has indicated that working professionals accept the 

inherent conflicts between work and family, as a result of embedded cultural expectations 

(Mason & Eckman, 2012). The culture of the American workplace places women in the 

position of often having to meet conflicting family and work obligations (Sabbath et al., 

2015). 

Over time, women—including married women and mothers—have increasingly 

become a part of the workforce (Luthar & Ciciolla, 2016). This transformation has been 

driven by amendments in societal norms. The percentage of mothers in the workforce 

increased from 45% in 1965, to 78% in 2000 (Luthar & Ciciolla, 2016; National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2017). According to the U.S. Department of Labor and Statistics 

(2017), 95% of mothers with children under the age of 18 are employed. One of the top 

justifications for mothers’ decision to return to the workforce after giving birth included 

financial reasons (Hersch, 2015). Kammeyer-Mueller et al. (2011) asserted that career 

success can create a healthy level of self-esteem and personal fulfillment.  

Self-esteem can be directly linked to a woman’s sense of accomplishment 

(Berger, 2013). New opportunities for women have led to more women electing to find 

ways to prioritize family and career (Hibel et al., 2014). For women who choose to retain 
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full-time employment, burnout becomes a major component (Leung et al., 2016; Mason 

& Eckman, 2012). Working mothers experience burnout at a higher rate than other 

employees (Mason & Eckman, 2012; Murtagh & Moulton, 2011); as working 

professional women often work long hours, while also attending to the family’s needs at 

home (Leung et al., 2016; Munn, 2013). 

Internal-External Control 

One of the first attempts to measure individual differences within generalized 

expectancy and within the field of psychology was initially started by Phares in 1976. In 

his study, Phares (1976) utilized a 13-item Likert-type scale to explore external attitudes 

and found it was possible to predict behavior within individual differences. Phares (1976) 

discovered items geared toward external locus of control resulted in low prediction in 

comparison to individuals with external beliefs who tended to respond in similar patterns 

(Rotter, 1966). Taylor (2010) further explored this study in a dissertation in 1957, which 

increased test items 13 to 26.  

Culbreth et al. (2013) contended that individuals with a high internal locus of 

control believed situations resulted primarily from their own behavior, as forces out of 

their control (e.g., luck, fate, or powerful others) determined those circumstances. These 

findings were similar to Kormanik and Rocco’s (2012) findings as they referenced a 

correlational, quantitative analysis that examined the relationship between locus of 

control and life stress among 40 third-year undergraduate students with ages ranging 

from 20 to 23 years of age, as measured by anxiety and depression. The authors 

concluded that the less internal locus of control an individual identifies, the greater the 
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amount of anxiety and depression (Kormanik & Rocco, 2012). Comparably, externality 

was determined to be associated with general anxiety (Bernardi, 2011). The results from 

Sunbull’s (2011) study corroborated with Bernardi’s (2011) findings that an individual’s 

external locus of control was positively related to the emotional exhaustion dimension of 

burnout. Individuals with an external locus of control are more likely to experience 

anxiety because they believe they are not in control of their lives (Kormanik & Rocco, 

2012). A school counselor’s role, according to ASCA, includes individual counseling, 

group counseling, classroom guidance, consultation, and program coordinator which is 

often neglected as school counselors are obligated to perform non-counseling-related 

duties; thereby creating stress, anxiety, and burnout (Moate et al., 2016).  

The study conducted by Taylor (2010) hypothesized individuals who scored 

towards the external continuum would behave in similar ways in comparison to those 

who scored toward the internal continuum who behaved more skillfully. Taylor (2010) 

determined there was significance in task situation and behavior. Specifically, external 

subjects showed more unpredictability when compared to internal subjects (Rotter, 1966). 

Nassi and Abramowitz (2013) expanded the test to include achievement, affection, 

general social and political attitudes, and control for social desirability. The restructured 

scale compared internal beliefs to external beliefs (Nassi & Abramowitz, 2013). The test 

discerned there were correlations between achievement and social desirability, and the 

test revealed there were connections between subscales and internal consistencies (Nassi 

& Abramowitz, 2013). As a result, items used to identify external verses internal control 

were left out of the test (Nassi & Abramowitz, 2013; Rotter, 1966).  
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Validity was tested using a comparison to the Marlowe-Crowne Social 

Desirability Scale on a large population. Further, the test was rewritten, eliminating items 

that highly correlated with Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale providing a split, 

so participants were required to endorse internal or external by 85% (Nassi & 

Abramowitz, 2013). The final version of the test, known as the I-E scale, integrated 29-

item forced-choice questions, with six filler questions, to provide some test ambiguity 

(Rotter, 1966). The I-E scale was administered to 200 males and 200 females in a 

combined group setting (Nassi & Abramowitz, 2013). The results indicated the test 

measured the subject’s view of the world and their beliefs about how reinforcement is 

controlled (Rotter, 1966). Further, Kormanik and Rocco (2012) affirmed locus of control 

had been associated with self-efficacy, stress, and illness; as it classifies individuals’ 

belief of having internal control (reinforcement is dependent upon the individual's 

actions) or external control (reinforcement is dependent upon chance or the 

actions/control of others). The findings in Cheng et al. (2013) research revealed 

individuals with higher levels of external locus of control also consumed higher levels of 

stress and lower levels of self-efficacy. Therefore, locus of control was established as a 

moderating factor between stress and illnesses Cheng et al. (2013). SLT and locus of 

control were chosen for this reason as they provide the understanding that personality 

characteristics; such as internal and external locus of control, may be helpful in managing 

stress that is attached to the achievement of balance between work and family life (Cheng 

et al., 2013; Judge & Bono, 2014). SLT suggests individuals are equipped with buffers 



33 

 

and moderating attributes that may help to ease conflicting events that occur in life 

(Cheng & McCarthy, 2013; Judge & Bono, 2014). 

Locus of Control and Working Women 

A study conducted by Robinson et al., (2016) explored the selection effects in the 

relationship between women’s work-family status and perceived control, along with 

literature from past deliberations on perceived control and employment factors. After 

combining all the data, results revealed that, when looking at the work-family status and 

perceived control, there was an increase in perceived control as the level of education and 

income increased (Robinson et al., 2016). Interestingly, increased control was also 

associated with marriage, and there was no statistical significance when attempting to 

predict early perceived control (Robinson et al., 2016).  

Further, perceived control was not lessened after complementing early perceived 

control to the study, enabling researchers to conclude perceived control was not an 

unchanging personality trait, as described in previous studies (Berger, 2013; Johnson et 

al., 2015; Kormanik & Rocco, 2012; Mason & Eckman, 2012). Results signified 

perceived control does not speak to subsequent employment status for women (Robinson 

et al., 2016). The results also indicated that early perceived control has some effect on 

subsequent job quality but indicated no effect when job quality factors are unvarying 

(Robinson et al., 2016). Job quality continued to have an independent effect on perceived 

control (Robinson et al., 2016). Family status has a direct effect on perceived control and 

job quality (Robinson et al., 2016).  
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Cheng et al. (2013) discovered women entrepreneurs and corporate executives 

exhibited a high external locus of control as they explain their lack of performance, 

results, and/or career goal achievement as owing to other people (e.g., supervisors, 

colleagues). Ultimately, both studies exposed work-family status, in women, had an 

effect on perceived control, and that employment supports the most positive effect on 

women’s perceived control (Cheng & McCarthy, 2013). However, being a mother only 

or a single mother, being unemployed, or nonparent provided the most negative effect on 

perceived control in women (Cheng & McCarthy, 2013). 

Historical Overview of the School Counselor Role 

 The role of the school counselor is an ongoing debate. The debate has centered on 

whether a school counselor is an educator first and a counselor second or a counselor first 

and an educator second (Cinotti, 2014). The origins of school counseling can be traced to 

Parson’s (as cited in Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016) examination of guidance counseling in 

the early 1900s. Parson (as cited by Davis, 2014) created the Bureau of Vocational 

Guidance in 1908, which was designed to provide students guidance in the transition 

from secondary school to the workforce. In 1913, Davis was the first school 

superintendent to implement vocational guidance lessons for students in schools (Cinotti, 

2014).  

Vocational guidance, a role initially fulfilled by female teachers, counseling 

immersed career counseling with the primary focus on helping students make the 

transition from school to employment (Cinotti, 2014; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). The 

demand for vocational guidance multiplied, and; it became evident that teachers would 
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no longer be able to perform teaching responsibilities and vocational guidance duties 

simultaneously (Cinotti, 2014). Over time, educator supervisors recognized vocational 

guidance as a specialized position requiring specialized training and qualifications 

(Cinotti, 2014). The discussion over the role of the school counselor began in early 1913 

and continues today among school counselors, school principals, assistant principals, and 

counselor educators nationwide (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). 

 The first signs of stress and anxiety for school counselors began in the early days 

as vocational guidance professionals became inundated with administrative and clerical 

responsibilities (Cinotti, 2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). The newly minted vocational 

guidance professionals were asked to engage in roles that could otherwise be performed 

by other school personnel (Cinotti, 2014; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). A discussion over 

the role of the vocational guidance professional continued; and the debate was whether 

the vocational guidance professional was supplemental to classroom learning or a 

separate service with distinct responsibilities, separate from educating students (Kolbert 

et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). 

 Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the role of the school counselor became more 

clearly defined (Engelhardt, 2016). School counselors were presented with the 

responsibility of providing career and vocational guidance and counseling to students 

(Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). Yet, in the 1950s the role of the school counselor 

transformed to primarily pupil personnel services, which repeatedly overlapped with 

other newly created school professionals, such as the school social worker, school 
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psychologist, school nurse, and the school attendance clerk (Cinotti, 2014; Kolbert et al., 

2016). 

 The role of the school counselor became more effective with the creation of 

ASCA in 1952 (Engelhardt, 2016). Then, ASCA lobbied for the establishment of a 

unique professional identity for school counselors as well as the distribution of funds 

specific to school counseling programs nationwide (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & 

Gutierrez, 2016). The National Defense Education Act of 1958 distributed funds to 

provide school counseling programs to all high school students. Further, the National 

Defense Education Act offered training of gifted students; requiring school counselors to 

assist gifted students in the college application process (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & 

Gutierrez, 2016). The National Defense Education Act earmarked federal and state 

funding to maintain preparation and training programs in support of school counseling 

programs (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). 

 Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the school counselor’s primary role was viewed 

as a secondary support service to teachers and school administration despite the fact 

school counselors delivered direct counseling services, such as personal and vocational 

adjustment counseling (Davis, 2014, 2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). Because of the lack of 

clarity regarding the school counselor’s responsibilities, school principals continually 

added administrative responsibilities (e.g., clerical tasks) to school counselor’s job 

description (Astramovich et al., 2013). The continued accumulation of administrative 

responsibilities to school counselors led to burnout, which forced school counselors to 

assume responsibilities others could execute (Davis, 2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). 
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 In the 1970s, the school counselor’s role diffusion became greater because of a 

decrease in the education budget funding and student enrollment (Davis, 2014). Without 

the support of district-level supervisors as well as building principals, school counselors 

were obligated to assume additional administrative responsibilities to increase the 

perception of school counselors as necessary school personnel (Davis, 2014). In 1975, the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act was passed, which extended the school 

counselor’s role to incorporate screening, adjustment, and counseling for students served 

through the Special Education department (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 

2016). To ensure the needs of students in the Special Education department were served, 

the Education for All Handicapped Children Act extended school counselor’s 

responsibilities to include record keeping, consultation, and provision of counseling 

services to school administration teachers, parents, and children with disabilities (Davis, 

2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). Kolbert et al., (2016) further indicated that during the mid-

1970s, school counselors were regarded an educator first and school counselor second. In 

the mid-1970s, school counselors were considered an educator first and counselor second 

(Davis, 2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). 

 In the 1980s, school counselor’s responsibilities increased exponentially to 

include scheduling, testing, accountability, record-keeping, and other administrative 

duties (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). School counselors were assigned 

standardized testing coordination responsibilities, in addition to their existing duties 

(Davis, 2014; Engelhardt, 2016). In the early 1990s, the idea of a comprehensive school 

counseling program increased to prevent the ongoing assignment of nonschool 
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counseling duties; however, it was not until the late 1990s that the concept of a 

comprehensive school counseling program was supported (Cinotti, 2014; Mau et al., 

2016).  

 The duties and responsibilities of the school counselor position have transitioned 

over the past 100 years and have been in a state of continuous change (Kolbert et al., 

2016). Substantiating a structured set of responsibilities for school counselors has been an 

intricate process that has frequently created role diffusion and lead to anxiety, burnout, 

and secondary traumatic stress (Mau, Li, & Hoetmer, 2016). Thus, ASCA created a 

national model for the comprehensive school counseling program in 2001 (Mullen & 

Gutierrez, 2016). The framework for ASCA incorporated national standards to guide the 

establishment of professional roles and responsibilities of school counselors (Kozlowski 

& Huss, 2013). 

 The ASCA’s (2017) national standards recommended that school counselors 

should maintain a broader focus on student and school success, and remain key players in 

achieving the school’s mission, fostering student academic success, and advocating 

student achievement. According to the ASCA national standards, school counselors are 

qualified to address students’ academic, social, and career-related needs (ASCA, 2017). 

In establishing ASCA’s national standards, there was no specific standard addressing 

mental health counseling (ASCA, 2017; Cinotti, 2014). Despite ASCA’s national 

standards and their recommendations, some school counselors and counselor educators 

believed that the provision of mental health services by school counselors was essential 

to meet students’ needs (Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). Although 
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ASCA’s national standards shifted its focus on students’ academic achievement, school 

counselors and counselor educators remained unaffected by the abandonment of the 

mental health aspect of the profession (Kozlowski & Huss, 2013). Further, counselor 

educators signified mental health counseling for students; small groups were one of the 

major responsibilities for school counselors in schools (Kozlowski & Huss, 2013). The 

ongoing discussion regarding the primary focus of school counselors should reside on 

students’ academic achievement or their mental health has contributed to burnout and 

secondary traumatic stress regarding school counselors’ responsibilities (Astramovich et 

al., 2013). School administration teams (e.g., principals, assistant principals) and 

community stakeholders perceived school counselors as educators first and counselors 

second, which confirmed school counselors’ position of endured burnout (Moss et al., 

2014).  

Present Role of the School Counselor 

 School counselors operate in an environment where accountability and shared 

responsibility for student achievement are expected (Kozlowski & Huss, 2013). School 

counselors are defined as change agents of the educational leadership team; helping 

students in the area of academic achievement, career and emotional/social development, 

enduring today’s students become productive well-adjustments members of society 

(Moss et al., 2014). The ever-changing role of school counselors has compelled them to 

move from focusing on students’ individual issues to system issues (Kozlowski & Huss, 

2013). Currently, school counselors are required to use data-driven techniques to 
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substantiate strategies and interventions for students within the educational setting 

(Kozlowski & Huss, 2013).  

The ASCA National Model provided a framework that focuses on student 

outcomes, teaches student competencies, and delivers identified professional 

competencies (Salina et al., 2013; Villares et al., 2011). However, the lack of national 

standards has prohibited the development of a set of standardized school counselors’ 

duties and responsibilities, which ultimately, led to burnout for many school counselors 

(Kolbert et al., 2016; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). In many school districts, school 

counselors are often exploited as pseudo-administrators instead of being properly used as 

school counseling professionals (Astramovich et al., 2013; Mullen, & Gutierrez, 2016). 

The lack of consistent, standardized guidelines for the duties and responsibilities 

of school counselors at the elementary, middle, and high school levels has generated 

different interpretations regarding responsibilities and functions of school counselors 

(Astramovich et al., 2013; Hepp, 2013). School counselors’ job descriptions vary from 

state to state, from school to school, and are influenced by the school’s principal (Hepp, 

2013). School counselors’ responsibilities are often determined without any consideration 

about school counselors’ preparation, skill sets, or knowledge, which influences anxiety 

and burnout (Hepp, 2013). Robertson et al. (2016) discovered if school counselors and 

principals developed a positive relationship with one another and were engaged in higher 

levels of advocacy, they would likely have increased implementation of programmatic 

school counseling services within schools. School counselors provide services to 

students, school staff, parents/guardians, and the school community through two major 
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components: direct and indirect student services (Astramovich et al., 2013; Robertson et 

al., 2016). ASCA (2017) provides the following narrative for each component: 

Direct services are in-person interactions between the school counselor and 

student and include the following: school counseling core curriculum, individual student 

planning, and responsive services. The school counseling core curriculum consists of 

structured core lessons designed to help students achieve the desired competencies and to 

provide all students with the knowledge, attitudes, and skillsets appropriate for their 

developmental level. The school counseling core curriculum is delivered throughout the 

school’s overall curriculum and is systematically presented by school counselors in 

collaboration with other professional educations in K-12 classroom and group activities. 

Individual student planning are on-going universal activities coordinated by school 

counselors designed to assist students in establishing personal goals and developing 

future plans. Responsive services are activities designed to address students’ personal 

circumstances, concerns, and/or problems. Responsive services may include counseling 

in individual or small-group settings or crisis response. Indirect services are provided on 

behalf of students, as a result of the school counselors’ interactions with others including 

referrals for additional assistance, consultation, and collaboration with parents, 

faculty/staff, other educators, and community organizations. 

The effectiveness of a school counseling program can be determined by the 

amount of time spent on each component (ASCA, 2017; King et al., 2018). For that 

reason, ASCA provided school counselors and the local school supervisors (e.g., 

principals, assistant principals) with a guide to determine the time needed to spend in 
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each delivery component for the program to be effective (ASCA, 2017; Culbreth et al., 

2013). ASCA (2017) has recommended that elementary school counselors spend 35-45% 

on guidance curriculum, 5-10% on individual student planning, 30-40% on responsive 

services, and 10-15% on system support. ASCA has recommended that middle school 

counselors spend 25-35% on guidance curriculum, 15-25% on individual student 

planning, 30-40% on responsive services, and 10-15% on system support. ASCA has 

recommended that high school counselors spend 15-25% on guidance curriculum, 25-

35% on individual student planning, 25-35% on responsive services, and 15-20% on 

system support. The role of the school counselor involves the delivery of early counseling 

interventions and insight into students’ needs (ASCA 2017). School counselors 

emphasize the importance of students’ mental health needs and wellness and optimal 

development, K-12 (McMahon et al., 2014).  

In conjunction with the specified role of the school counselor, per ASCA’s 

national model, school counselors manage a range of nonschool counseling 

responsibilities, including clerical, administrative, and disciplinary tasks (Bardhoshi et 

al., 2014; Robinson et al., 2016). Although ASCA confirmed the role of the school 

counselor, many local school supervisors (e.g., principals, assistant principals) continue 

to delegate inappropriate activities to the school counselor; creating interference in the 

ability to establish a comprehensive, data-drive school counseling program (Bardhoshi et 

al., 2014; Salina et al., 2013). The following are recommendations from ASCA (2017) on 

appropriate activities for school counselors within schools: 
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• individual student academic program planning 
• interpreting cognitive, aptitude and achievement tests 
• providing counseling to students who are tardy or absent 
• providing counseling to students who have disciplinary problems 
• providing counseling to students as to appropriate school dress 
• collaborating with teachers to present school counseling core curriculum 

lessons 
• analyzing grade point averages in relationship to achievement 
• interpreting school records 
• providing teachers with suggestions for effective classroom management 
• ensuring student records are maintained as per state and federal regulations 
• helping the school principal identify and resolve student issues, needs, and 

problems 
• providing individual and small-group counseling services to students 
• analyzing disaggregated data 
• advocating for students at individual education plan (IEP) meetings, student 

study teams  
• school attendance review boards 

 

Note. Source: ASCA, 2017. 
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Figure 2 

Inappropriate Activities for School Counselors 

Inappropriate activities for school counselors withing schools, according to ASCA 

(2017), include 

• coordinating paperwork and data entry of all new students 
• coordinating cognitive, aptitude and achievement testing programs 
• signing excuses for students who are tardy or absent  
• performing disciplinary actions or assigning discipline consequences 
• sending students home who are not appropriately dressed 
• teaching classes when teachers are absent 
• computing grade point averages 
• maintaining student records 
• supervising classrooms or common areas 
• keeping clerical records 
• assisting with duties in the principal’s office  
• providing therapy or long-term counseling in schools to address psychological 

disorders 
• coordinating school-wide individual education plans and student study teams 
• serving as a data entry clerk  

 

Note. Source: ASCA, 2017. 
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Stress and Burnout and School Counselors 

Stress is a well-documented issue that relates to the impairment of work 

performance (Camelford, 2014) and continues to be problematic for school counselors. 

Rageb et al. (2013) investigated the relationship among various role stressors, including 

employee job performance, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions. Rageb et al. (2013) 

used SLT as the theoretical framework as well as a structured questionnaire to collect 

data from 65 employees who worked for a Maritime Science and Technology academy. 

Rageb et al. (2013) used a hierarchal regression analysis to evaluate the moderating effect 

of burnout on job satisfaction among employees. Results revealed a statistically 

significant relationship between role stressors and employee job satisfaction; more 

specifically, burnout had a negative impact on employee job performance (Rageb et al., 

2013).  

Carbonell and Rodriguez-Escudero (2013) conducted a quantitative study to 

investigate management controls related to role job expectations. Carbonell and 

Rodriguez-Escudero (2013) examined the relationship between employee job satisfaction 

and burnout to 197 new product development teams and found occupational burnout had 

a greater negative impact on job satisfaction of new product development teams than 

other psychosomatic illnesses like chronic fatigue syndrome.  

The ASCA National Model defines the role of school counselors and offers a 

guide to developing, implementing, and maintaining effective school counseling 

programs and promoting the profession (ASCA, 2017a); this alone is a significant task. 

The assignment of inappropriate counseling duties creates heightened responsibility and 
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feeling overwhelmed. Baggerly and Osborn (2014) described the role of the school 

counselor as one wherein there are frequent expectations to perform tasks irrelevant to 

the professional school counseling role, and little importance given to sensitive concerns 

(e.g., suicide/homicide ideation, suicide completion, child abuse, mental illness). A 

qualitative study conducted by Robertson et al., (2016) determined school counselors 

often feel pulled in multiple directions and are at-risk for high levels of exhaustion, 

secondary traumatic stress, and burnout regularly. Similarly, their findings commiserated 

with those of Baggerly and Osborn (2014) who purported that even though most school 

counselors in their study reported being satisfied in their job, nearly 87% of the 

participants reported increased stress because of job demands within 5 years of beginning 

a career in school counseling. Baggerly and Osborn (2014) recommended future research 

on locus of control as a potential predictor of burnout to identify best practices and 

resources for elementary, middle, and high school counselors. 

Burnout has been mostly associated with human service professions, including 

teaching, nursing, and mental health (Lawson & Myers, 2011; Maslach et al., 2011). 

School counseling is a human service profession that provides mental health and 

educational support (Lawson & Myers, 2011). School counselors and other health care 

professionals may be at high risk of developing burnout because their job requirements 

are emotionally demanding (Moate et al., 2016). Everyday school counselors assist 

students, families, faculty, and staff members in resolving and coping with life’s changes 

(McMahon et al., 2014). Burnout may develop when a school counselor is experiencing a 

high level of stress and frustration that is beyond their tolerance level (Maslach et al., 
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2011). A school counselor may also be at risk of chronic stress because of long work 

hours, a lack of social support and relaxation, number of students served, and 

noncounseling duties as assigned (Camelford, 2014). According to Camelford (2014), 

due to the immeasurable duties and responsibilities assumed by school counselors, two of 

the main stressors affecting school counselors are role ambiguity and role conflict. Role 

conflict in the school counseling profession occurs when school counselors are forced to 

assume responsibilities that individuals from other educational specialties are equally 

qualified to execute (Camelford, 2014; Cinotti, 2014). Astramovich et al. (2013) 

conducted a quantitative study on role conflict among 33 school counselors from all 

school levels, elementary, middle, and high.  

Astramovich et al., (2013) revealed school counselors’ responsibilities were 

diffused because of repeated requests for them to engage in activities that other school 

personnel are uniquely qualified to perform. For example, results from the study also 

revealed school counselors were responsible for mandated, school-wide testing even 

though the ASCA indicated testing is a task outside of the realm of school counselors’ 

responsibilities (Astramovich et al., 2013). Although school counselors may be capable 

of coordinating school-wide testing, it results in continuous engagement of 

noncounseling duties, which does not use the unique, graduate-level training exclusive to 

school counselors (Limberg et al., 2016).  

School principals hold a different philosophy regarding work expectations of 

school counselors at each level (e.g., elementary, middle, and high), creating a 

misunderstanding about school counselors’ specific responsibilities; thus, contributing to 
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stress and anxiety of meeting the needs of school administration as well as the ASCA 

National Model (Astramovich et al., 2013). Limberg et al. (2016) conducted a 

quantitative study of middle school counselors regarding their understanding of their 

duties and responsibilities. The researchers discovered that differing role expectations of 

school principals has contributed to school counselors’ role diffusion, resulting in mental 

exhaustion and prolonged stress (Limberg et al., 2016). The results from school counselor 

surveys indicated that they were required to spend too much time completing clerical 

tasks and would prefer to spend more time providing direct services to students, thus, 

generating negative emotions and withdrawal to meet the needs of all (Limberg et al., 

2016). 

An additional factor that may have an impact on direct student services is burnout. 

Burnout has become a serious health issue for school counselors because of “their many 

responsibilities, the various roles that school counselors inhabit, the importance of the 

work they do with students and the complicated nature of the U.S. educational system” 

(Mazerolle & Goodman, 2013, p.159). The subject of burnout is common in the literature 

across various disciplines (Cinotti, 2014; Krajewski & Goffin, 2015) and was given 

distinct attention to school counseling research (Camelford, 2014; Lawson & Myers, 

2011). Pines and Maslach (1978) described burnout as an ailment of “physical and 

emotional exhaustion, involving the development of negative self-concept, negative job 

attitude, and loss of concern and feelings for clients” (p. 234). In 1981, the MBI was 

created to measure an individual’s experience of burnout in the helping and human 

service field (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). More recently, Puig et al. (2012) expanded the 
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measurement of burnout and presented a construct for counselor burnout, which they 

defined as “the failure to perform clinical tasks appropriately due to personal 

discouragement, apathy to symptom stress, and emotional/physical harm” (p. 143). 

Within their model, Puig et al. found counselor burnout includes the constructs of 

exhaustion, negative work environment, devaluing clients, incompetence and 

deterioration in personal life. These constructs interrelated with the components as 

measured by the MBI (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), but provide a definition consistent 

with the work of school counselors (Gnilka, Karpinski, & Smith, 2015).  

Bardhoshi et al. (2014) conducted a mixed methods study to examine the 

relationship between job satisfaction, burnout, and job performance of noncounseling 

duties among 286 school counselors, across elementary, middle, and high school levels. 

Bardhoshi et al. discovered performing noncounseling duties was positively related to 

school counselor burnout and job dissatisfaction. Another finding included school 

principals and assistant principals misjudged the time spent by school counselors on 

clerical and other noncounseling responsibilities (Bardhoshi et al., 2014). The results 

further revealed school principals often placed more emphasis on the performance of 

clerical, noncounseling tasks than school counseling tasks (Bardhoshi et al., 2014). 

Therefore, school counselors reported feeling inundated within their work environment; 

in addition to, not having adequate time to provide direct counseling services to students 

(Bardhoshi et al., 2014; Cinotti, 2014; Gnilka et al., 2015). 

The functions and roles of the school counseling profession, personally and 

professionally, are ever-changing.  Engelhardt (2016) concluded current issues in 
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education, job challenges, and adhering to students’ needs generates job complexity. 

Engelhardt maintained the increasing complexity of school counselors’ responsibilities 

contributed to the negative job satisfaction and burnout. 

 In another study, Oduh (2016) examined whether competing job expectations and 

job dissatisfaction contributed to school counselor burnout. Oduh discovered continuous 

engagement in clerical and other noncounseling tasks created job dissatisfaction, which 

increased their levels of exhaustion and burnout. The findings from Oduh’s study of 

Nigerian school counselors can be applied to this study because the findings determined 

how constant engagement of noncounseling responsibilities generated burnout and 

diminished job satisfaction. 

 Cieslak (2016) conducted a qualitative study to determine which factors impacted 

school counselors’ job satisfaction. The researchers conducted a multi-case study across 

three school districts in Louisiana by interviewing seven school counselors. Cieslak 

found that institutional stressors affected job satisfaction among school counselors. The 

results further divulged that the antiquated model for school counselor profession was 

linked to emotional exhaustion and burnout (Cieslak, 2016). 

 Moss et al. (2014) examined the differences in school counselors’ and school 

administrators’ perceptions of the school counselor’s role as well as their job satisfaction. 

Moss et al. discovered there was a significant difference between the perception of the 

ideal school counselor role as held by principals and school counselors. The findings 

disclosed there was a significant agreement between school counselors and principals 

regarding the functions of school counselors; however, there was a profound 
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disagreement concerning specific duties and responsibilities of school counselors (Moss 

et al., 2014). These differences further influenced the job satisfaction of school 

counselors, further contributing to emotional exhaustion and burnout. Moss et al. posited 

that principals and assistant principals perceived school counselors’ responsibilities as 

largely one of administrative support, deeming it appropriate for school counselors to 

engage in clerical, noncounseling duties; ultimately diffusing the intended role of school 

counselors. The findings highlighted how the disconnect between principals and school 

counselors job perceptions of school counselors’ duties and responsibilities within 

schools contributed to burnout and job satisfaction. 

Research Variables 

Secondary Traumatic Stress 

Figley (1995) outlined secondary traumatic stress (STS) as “the natural, 

consequent behaviors and emotions resulting from comprehension about a traumatizing 

event experienced by a client. It is endured stress stemming from assisting a traumatized 

person in need” (p. 10). Secondary traumatic stress has been defined as “a state of tension 

and pre-occupation with traumatized clients by re-experiencing the traumatic events, 

avoidance, and persistent arousal associated with the client” (Figley, 1999, p. 1435).  

It was based upon the concept of burnout (Beaumont et al., 2016), and it should 

be understood as distinctive from burnout because of its restricted awareness of the 

experience, generating a phenomenon only experienced by mental health professionals. 

Figley (1996) asserted secondary traumatic stress is a state of tension wherein individuals 

present characteristics of frustration, depression, anxiety, hopelessness, apathy, and low 
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personal accomplishment. Secondary traumatic stress is characterized as being 

preoccupied with thoughts of people one has assisted, thus, generating feelings of 

exhaustion and devastation among caregivers (Stamm, 2005). Characteristics attributed to 

individuals who experience secondary traumatic stress encompass the inability to 

separate the individual’s personal and professional lives (Stamm, 2005). 

In a study by Killian (2013), 20 licensed social workers, psychologists, school 

counselors, and marriage and family therapists identified several key risk factors in 

developing work anxiety and secondary traumatic stress. Killian listed the most 

frequently occurring first: high caseload demands, personal history of trauma, regular 

access to supervision, lack of supportive work environment, worldview (over-abundance 

of optimism, or cynicism), and the ability to recognize and meet the individual’s needs 

(e.g., self-awareness). Further, Killian administered a questionnaire composed of 

instruments measuring personal trauma history, social support, affective coping style, and 

self-care strategies, burnout, emotional self-awareness, work environment stressors and 

resources, and work drain, to 104 mental health professionals (i.e., licensed social 

workers, school counselors, marriage and family therapists, and psychologists). The most 

significant predictor of compassion satisfaction was the level of reported social support 

from family, friends, and the community (Killian, 2013).  

Further, working a greater number of hours per week with traumatized clients 

reduced levels of reported compassion satisfaction, and having a greater sense of control 

or efficacy at work (e.g., private workspace, being able to express opinions for work-

related matters) was associated with higher compassion satisfaction (Killian, 2013). Work 



53 

 

drain, mental health professionals’ sense of powerlessness regarding other social welfare 

or judicial systems that are failing their clients, emotional self-awareness, and mental 

health professionals’ history of traumas were the most significant predictors of secondary 

traumatic stress (Killian, 2013). The findings suggested work-life conditions play a role 

in compassion satisfaction and secondary traumatic stress (Killian, 2013). 

Burnout 

Burnout is “a psychological syndrome that involves a prolonged response to 

chronic interpersonal stressors within the work environment” (Maslach et al., 2011, p. 

399). Burnout is comprised of three components, emotional exhaustion, personal 

efficacy, and cynicism (Garcia et al., 2017). Emotional exhaustion is considered the 

central element of burnout, resulting in cynicism regarding an individual’s work and low 

efficacy (Leiter & Maslach, 2009). There are six areas of work-life identified by Leiter 

and Maslach (2009), in which disparities between an individual’s expectations and the 

job are considered predictive of burnout; whereas a match is believed to enhance work 

engagement and productivity. The six areas are defined, as follows: workload (job 

demands are placed on an employee given a specific amount of time and resources), 

control (an opportunity for employees to make important decisions about their work, as 

well as their range of professional autonomy and ability to gain access to resources 

necessary to do their job efficiently), rewards (recognition for work contributions, e.g., 

financial, social, and/or internal), community (quality of the social environment in which 

an individual works, including relationships with supervisors, colleagues, and 

subordinates), fairness (the extent wherein openness and respect are present within the 
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organization and the decision-making process), and values (represent the similarity 

between the organization’s priorities and values and those of the employee). 

Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) compared burnout to the analogy of an empty car 

battery as the process is gradual wherein more energy has been consumed than was 

produced over a long period of time. Burnout is the result of prolonged exposure and the 

inability to cope with work-related stressors. Freudenberger, the originator of the burnout 

syndrome, worked as a psychiatrist in an alternative drug addiction facility, wherein he 

noticed many of his colleagues experiencing a gradual depletion of enthusiasm and 

vitality one year after commencing service (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Freudenberger 

published detailed descriptions of his observations that generated interest in the concept 

of burnout, especially in the mental health profession, acknowledged with the symptoms 

of burnout (Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Within the same timeframe, Maslach 

researched the way mental health professions handled stressful work-related situations 

(Maslach & Jackson, 1981; 1996; Robinson et al., 2016). A specific area of interest was 

the phenomenon of using cognitive approaches, such as dehumanization and detached 

concern, as a defense mechanism against work-related stressors.  

Throughout the study, participants recounted symptoms that Maslach clustered 

into three dimensions: (a) emotional exhaustion, (b) negative affect for patients, and (c) 

subjective deterioration of personal competence (Robertson et al., 2016). Burnout is a 

response to chronic emotional strain when dealing with troubled individuals (Puig et al., 

2012). Initially, burnout was virtually exclusively studied in the human services 

profession, which in turn, reinforced burnout a typical helper syndrome (Mikolajczak & 
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Roskam, 2018). Most assessments of burnout in literature were conducted by means of 

the MBI, two versions included the Educators Survey (MBI-ES) and the Human Services 

Survey (MBI-HSS), which will be used for this study (Maslach et al., 2011; Schaufeli & 

Enzmann, 1998). 

Locus of Control 

The concept of locus of control stems from Rotter’s (1966) attempt to understand 

why individuals fail to respond in a predictable manner to reinforcement. Rotter (1966) 

described locus of control as a personality variable that indicated the degree to which 

individuals exercise control over their environment. Parallel to Rotter’s definition, 

Lefcourt (1966) described control as the extent to which an individual accepts personal 

responsibility for events that occur throughout their life. Locus of control may serve as an 

interpersonal resource aiding in adjustment or may hinder coping with stress (Puig et al., 

2012). Rotter (1966) differentiated between individuals with an internal locus of control 

and individuals with an external locus of control. Individuals with an internal locus of 

control believe that reinforcement or outcomes are dependent upon their own personal 

characteristics and behavior (Rotter, 1966; Sagone & Caroli, 2014). On the other hand, 

individuals with an external locus of control believe that reinforcement or outcomes are 

unpredictable and changeable, and based upon fate, luck, or because of significant others 

(McAnena et al., 2016; Rotter, 1966).  

Summary and Conclusions 

Further research on the factors that may contribute to burnout among working 

mothers in the field of school counseling, specifically the locus of control and secondary 
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traumatic stress as predicting factors, is needed. The literature review yielded a plethora 

of references relating to the concept of burnout in the mental health profession, with 

limited studies specifically addressing the relationship between burnout and secondary 

traumatic stress and locus of control (Limberg et al., 2016; Robertson et al., 2016). There 

is a confirmed gap in the literature associated with working mothers experiencing burnout 

as a result of the interaction between the locus of control and secondary traumatic stress. 

The literature supports the need to help identify how the variables, locus of control and 

secondary traumatic stress, correlated to school counselor burnout among working 

mothers. A quantitative nonexperimental study using a web-based survey to examine the 

relationship between locus of control and secondary traumatic stress as predicting 

variables of burnout of working mothers in the school counseling profession. Chapter 3 

will provide further review of the proposed study’s sample population, research question 

and hypotheses, sampling methods, and use of an online survey. The chapter will also 

provide information related to the proposed multiple regression analysis as support for 

methodology of the study. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this quantitative cross-sectional study was to examine whether 

there was a statistically significant relationship between locus of control and secondary 

traumatic stress as predictors of burnout of working mothers in the school counseling 

profession. I examined whether the relationship between secondary traumatic stress was 

modified by locus of control, as it may help explain the relationship. A description of the 

research design and rationale was presented to establish applicability to the research 

questions and appropriateness of the study. This chapter also provides an overview of the 

methodology, threats to validity, and ethical concerns.  

Research Design and Rationale 

The examined variables in this study included: (a) secondary traumatic stress (X), 

independent/predictor variable; (b) locus of control (M), independent/moderating 

variable; and (c) burnout (Y), dependent/outcome variable. The research approach was 

designed on survey methodology. Based on responses to the applicable statements, I 

expected to differentiate the levels of secondary traumatic stress and burnout. The 

responses also presented data to support agreement to assertions related to higher internal 

locus of control. 

Methodology 

Target Population 

 The target population of this study included working mothers, currently employed 

as school counselors, and active members of the ASCA database. Participants were not 

required to reside in a specific state; only maintain an active ASCA membership, current 
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employment in school counseling with a minimum of 5 years of experience and have at 

least one child under the age of 18 years old. These individuals had to be able to agree to 

voluntarily participate and were not identified as a vulnerable population. I recruited 

potential participants from the available population of ASCA and whose membership 

type was listed under professional. According to ASCA (2017), professional membership 

required an individual to hold a master’s degree or higher in counseling or the substantial 

equivalent; be credentialed as a school counselor by state, district, or territory of the 

United States or the credentialing agency of the country in which they practice; and/or be 

employed as counselor educators in a graduate program that prepares school counselors.  

Sampling Procedures  

 The study was restricted to active ASCA members with a professional 

membership type, a mother of at least one child under the age of 18 years old and have 

been employed as a school counselor for a minimum of 5 years. A nonprobability, 

nonrandom convenience sampling was the most appropriate method because participants 

were not contacted directly; however, Eitkan et al. (2016) declared that sampling 

procedure could not give all potential participants an equal opportunity of inclusion. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were presented as part of the study’s directions to 

facilitate participation of a homogenous population (Gelo et al., 2008; Hoyle & Smith, 

1994). With limitations considered, all participants confirmed they met the inclusion 

criteria and were accepted. This method was one of the most affordable and timely to 

recruit participants (Eitkan et al., 2016). I used Faul et al.’s (2007) G*Power software 

with calculations based on the standard power of .80, effect size of .15, and alpha of .05, 
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which resulted in an estimated sample size of 72 when proposing to use a two-tailed, 

linear multiple regression analysis, with three predictor variables.  

Recruitment 

 I sent an email to ASCA’s director of academic research, as identified on the 

ASCA (2017) website, to secure support to disseminate recruitment materials to potential 

participants. I sent a follow-up email to ASCA’s director of academic research to 

disseminated to active ASCA members that did not respond after the four-week period. 

Participants were recruited via email that contained survey information and the 

SurveyMonkey URL link. Using this method of recruitment did not afford me the ability 

to confirm participants met the inclusion criteria; however, specific instructions in the 

electronic informed consent form for potential participants to self-affirm eligibility based 

on stated inclusion criteria. I asked ASCA’s director of academic research to voluntarily 

disseminate the URL for the survey link to active ASCA members, holding a professional 

membership. Potential participants were provided the URL to access the online survey by 

ASCA’s director of academic research anonymously because the point of contact was 

uninformed as to whether individuals who accessed the survey link or complete the 

survey unless the individuals shared their participation.  

Data Collection 

 I collected responses from the cross-sectional, web-based survey that was 

available for a four-week period, launched the day after Walden Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) approval (#01-14-20-0353524). The web-based survey included information 

about the study, demographic questions, and survey items related to secondary traumatic 



60 

 

stress, burnout, and locus of control. Participants were provided with information about 

the study, inclusion criteria, and informed consent via email and as a part of the 

introduction page of the web-based survey via Survey Monkey.  

 I sent the survey link to potential participants via email solicit participation. Once 

notified of the opportunity, potential participants received access the survey link, which 

provided them with information related to the study and requested acknowledgement of 

understanding, potential risks, willingness to participate, electronic confirmation of 

meeting inclusion criteria, and agreement to participate through electronic informed 

consent before being granted access to complete the survey. Potential participants did not 

have the opportunity to save the survey link before completion to return. After 

completion or withdrawal from the survey, participants were thanked for their 

participation and exited from the survey site. 

Instrumentation  

 I collected the cross-sectional data via demographic information and responses to 

a web-based version of three assessment scales, the MBI-HSS, Rotter’s LOC Scale, and 

the ProQOL-5. Participants provided responses related to the research variables, locus of 

control, secondary traumatic stress, and burnout, and the data collected through each 

instrument were used to test the hypotheses.  

Demographics Participants were asked to complete an 11-item demographic 

questionnaire. Questions were related to their age, marital status, number of children 

under the age of 18 years old, employment (e.g., elementary, middle, or high school 

counselor), level of support in their role as a mother, level of support in their role as a 
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school counselor, location of support system, and annual income. The demographic 

questionnaire was by followed Rotter’s (1966) LOC scale. 

Locus of Control  

The initial section of Rotter’s (1966) LOC scale contained 29-item, forced-choice 

questionnaire where the individual was obliged to choose from two statements (a and b) 

that most signifies their perspective. Rotter incorporated six filler items to generate more 

test ambiguity as it is the most widely used and cited measurement of locus of control, 

which is a personality concept originally proposed by Rotter, defined as a persistent 

generalized expectancy or belief about the responsiveness and manageability of the 

environment. According to the Rotter’s concept, people may be categorized into two 

types: internal control or external control. A lower score suggests an internal locus of 

control and higher scores signify an external locus of control. Individuals with scores 

between 0 and 15 were categorized as having an internal locus of control, confirming 

individuals’ beliefs in their own ability to influence their life experiences (Rotter, 1966). 

Further, an internal locus of control was associated with relatively high stress tolerance. 

Individuals with scores between 16 and 40 were characterized as having an external locus 

of control, confirming individuals’ beliefs that their life experiences are beyond their 

control and further associated with high stress development (Rotter, 1966). For all LOC 

dimensions, Cronbach’s alpha was reported as above 0.70, satisfying the internal 

consistency reliability (Rotter, 1966). The questionnaire items of LOC were collapsed to 

create the mean scores and standard deviations and reported for descriptive purposes. 
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Individuals with an internal LOC believe their life experiences occur because of 

their own effort, skill, and/or ability. Individuals with an external LOC believe their life 

experiences occur due to outside forces, like luck, fate, or chance, thus, seen as 

uncontrollable. According to SLT, Rotter purported an expectancy for a behavior-

reinforcement sequence was built during infancy wherein people develop and acquire 

experience that differentiates experiences, which are causally related to preceding events 

and those, which are not. Depending on the generalized expectancies, individuals would 

differ in the degree to which they attributed reinforcements to their own actions, which 

results in characteristic differences in behavior in a situation culturally categorized as 

chance-determined versus skill-determined. 

Secondary Traumatic Stress 

Secondary traumatic stress (STS) is the emotional strain of exposure to working 

with those suffering from the consequences of traumatic events (Figley, 1996). 

Individuals who suffer from STS experience an inability to refuel and regenerate, because 

of repeated exposure of traumatic material (Stamm, 2005). Secondary traumatic stress 

was measured using the ProQOL-5. The ProQOL-5 is a revised form of the Compassion 

Fatigue Self-Test developed by Figley (1995). The ProQOL-5 was used to evaluate the 

positive and negative emotional consequences from individuals who currently serve as a 

mental health professional (Stamm, 2005). The ProQOL-5 is comprised of a 30-item 

Likert-type measure with three subscales to include purpose exhaustion, compassion 

fatigue, and secondary traumatic stress (Stamm, 2005). Each subscale contains ten 

questions. When completing the ProQOL-5, potential participants were asked to reflect 
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upon their current profession with candid responses to each statement, reflecting upon 

their experience within the last 30 days (Stamm, 2005). Also, worth noting, STS was a 

problem that was most commonly seen among mental health professionals, like school 

counselors, as it is the “cost of caring” for others in emotional pain (Stamm, 2002). 

Stamm (2005) conveyed satisfactory internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81. 

BurnoutTwenty-two items on the MBI-HSS, recognized as the leading measure of 

burnout, was the most appropriate instrument for respondents working a diverse array of 

professions, including health aides, therapists, nurses, physicians, counselors, social 

workers, and other professional fields focused on helping people live better lives by 

offering guidance, support, preventing harm, and improving emotional, cognitive, and 

physical issues. The instrument was estimated to take approximately 10 to 15 minutes for 

respondents to complete. The items were measured in the form of a frequency rating 

scale from 0 (never) to 6 (everyday, and designed to address three areas including 

Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment. The emotional 

exhaustion subscale aims to measure respondents’ feelings of being emotionally 

overextended and exhausted by one’s work. On the emotional exhaustion subscale, scores 

of 0 to 16 indicated a low frequency, scores of 17 to 26 indicated a moderate frequency, 

and scores of 27 and higher indicated a high frequency. The depersonalization subscale 

aims to measure an impersonal response toward respondents of their service, care 

treatment, or instruction. On the depersonalization subscale, scores of 0 to 6 indicated a 

low frequency, scores of 7 to 12 indicated a moderate frequency, and scores of 13 and 

over indicated a high frequency. The personal accomplishment subscale aims to measure 
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feelings of competence and successful achievement in his or her work. On the personal 

accomplishment subscale, scores of 0 to 31 indicated a low frequency, scores of 32 to 38 

indicated a moderate frequency, and scores of 39 and higher indicated a high frequency. 

To avoid a limited conceptual extensiveness in single items (Hays et al., 2012) while 

minimizing conceptual redundancy and lower cognitive engagement risked by long-form 

scales (Stanton et al., 2002), three-item subscales generated a more compelling 

alternative. Maslach & Jackson (1996) reported satisfactory internal consistency 

reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90 for emotional exhaustion, 0.79 for 

depersonalization, and 0.71 for diminished personal accomplishment. The questionnaire 

items of MBI-HSS was collapsed to create the mean scores and standard deviations and 

reported for descriptive purposes. The following is an overview of the data collected on 

the surveys. 

Data Analysis Plan 

 I downloaded the survey responses from Survey Monkey into a Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Software Program, Version 26, and used the 

SPSS software program to analyze the data. Then, I reviewed the data entered to identify 

any missing data or possible data entry errors. Descriptive statistics including standard 

deviations, range, and median were computed for interval variables. Before conducting 

any statistical analyses, I pre-screened the data. The specific procedures that were applied 

to prescreen the data involved checking for missing data, addressing missing data, testing 

statistical assumptions for each statistical procedure, and incorporating a reliability 

analysis for Rotter’s LOC scale. 
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To address the research questions and test the hypotheses, a two-tailed multiple 

regression analysis was used to examine whether there was a moderating relationship 

between locus of control and secondary traumatic stress as predictors of burnout of 

working mothers in the school counseling profession. According to Baron and Kenny 

(1986), to fulfill a moderation analysis, X (secondary traumatic stress) is believed to be 

related to Y (burnout), which a statistically significant relationship has been established 

for this potential study. Second, X and M (locus of control) was centered to avoid 

multicollinearity by subtracting the mean (Diebold, 2013). Subsequently, X and centered-

M was multiplied to create an interaction term. However, collinearity issues may arise if 

X and M are too highly correlated (Diebold, 2013). I ran a regression analysis to 

determine if M has an effect to create more an interaction term. I ran a regression analysis 

to determine if M has a relationship between X and Y. Further, the regression analysis 

examined if the relationship between X and Y moved to zero (MacKinnon, 2011). Using 

this method of analysis, the regression was conducted in two steps. In step one, I entered 

the independent variable (secondary traumatic stress) alone, in SPSS, to examine the 

strength of the bivariate relationship. In step two, the interaction term for the independent 

variable (secondary traumatic stress) and moderating variable (LOC) were entered with 

the independent variable; thus, generating a third variable---the interaction between 

independent variable and moderating variable. This process was used to determine how 

much of a moderating effect the moderating variable had on the relationship between the 

independent and dependent variables (MacKinnon, 2011; Stevens, 2009; Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2012).  
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

• RQ1: What is the relationship between locus of control and burnout of working 
mothers, who are employed as school counselors?  

H01: There is no statistically significant relationship between locus of control and 

burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 

Ha1: There is a statistically significant relationship between locus of control and 

burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 

• RQ2: What is the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and burnout of 
working mothers, who are employed as school counselors? 

H02: There is no statistically significant relationship between secondary traumatic 

stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 

Ha2: There is a statistically significant relationship between secondary traumatic 

stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school counselors. 

• RQ3: Does locus of control moderate the relationship between secondary 
traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as school 
counselors? 

H03: Locus of control does not significantly moderate the relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as 

school counselors. 

Ha3: Locus of control does significantly moderate the relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and burnout of working mothers, who are employed as 

school counselors. 
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Threats to Validity 

External Validity 

Convenience sampling was a technique that was selected because of its accessible 

proximity and ease to recruit potential participants; however, it presented a threat to 

generalizability to the entire population. (Campbell & Stanley, 1963; Eitkan et al., 2016). 

Eitkan et al., (2016) disputed that convenience sampling affected the ability to draw 

implications, as outliers could occur when participants self-reported on web-based 

surveys.  

Internal Validity  

There were eight threats categories of threats to internal validity which include history, 

maturation, testing, instrumentation, statistical regression, differential selection of 

participants, and interaction effects (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). For this study, the 

threats to internal validity of importance included instrumentation, selection of 

participation, and interaction effects. Sagone and Caroli (2014) presented values that 

reinforced the reliability and validity for Rotter’s LOC scale, which were simulated by 

Bernardi (2011), but the age of the instrument could have impacted its validity (Campbell 

& Stanley, 1963). However, a recent study by Kormanik and Rocco (2012) applied 

Rotter’s LOC scale in totality and confirmed its reliability and validity.  

Construct Validity Once structural validity was confirmed, construct validity may 

be accomplished by evaluating whether the theory substantiates the variables (Gelo et al., 

2008; Hoyle & Smith, 1994). The instrument should pass construct validity because it 

measured what it was intended to measure, that it was structurally sound, and the 
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responses fit within the construct being measured (Hutchinson, 1999; Rachmatullah et al., 

2017). Further, inferences drawn in moderation analysis affects construct validity (Stone-

Romero & Rosopa, 2008). Beaumont et al. (2016) revealed a lack of convergent and 

discriminant validity requiring additional validation; though, the variables were measured 

as intended. There was a tolerable level of discriminant validity between the domain 

scales of the LOC scale (Sagone & Caroli, 2014). 

Reliability 

Rotter (1966) reported that the LOC scale correlates well with other methods used 

to assess locus of control such as questionnaire, Likert scale, interview assessments, and 

ratings from story-completion techniques. A recent meta-analysis of 120 studies based on 

94 samples using the scale also exhibited an average reliability of .70 (Wang, Bowling, & 

Eschleman, 2013).  

Ethical Considerations 

Potential participants were recruited through recruitment materials and self-

selection for participation. I did not yield direct contact with potential participants, which 

stimulated confidentiality and discretion. The Walden University IRB approval was 

requested to obtain approval prior to data collection. The recruitment materials did not 

include biased language, but did provide inclusion and exclusion criteria, IRB approval, 

and my contact information as well as the Walden University supervising faculty to 

encourage transparency and communication. The ASCA director of academic research 

was contacted to disseminate recruitment materials to active ASCA members, holding a 

professional membership. Compensation was not offered for participation in the study. 
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Information provided to the participants openly stated the ability to withdraw, without 

penalty, at any point in the survey.  

Implied consent was established when potential participants accessed the web-

based survey link, which transferred them to the Survey Monkey website. All survey data 

was transmitted in an anonymous, encrypted format for privacy and security purposes. 

Email and Internet protocols addresses were not discerned to me or collected by the third-

party survey site (Survey Monkey, 2013). Following the survey data downloaded on my 

personal computer, hard copies were printed and filed, and the data was electronically 

saved to a password-protected USB drive in a locked file cabinet, and has not been 

distributed to anyone, with the exception of the Walden University supervising faculty 

members.  

I did not use any personal, identifiable information for any purpose outside of the 

study. As required by Walden University, the collected data will be kept for a minimum 

of 5 years in a secure password-protected external drive and housed in a locked file 

cabinet in my secured home office and accessible only to me. Participants were provided 

with my contact information, the Walden University supervising faculty members, and 

University Advocate to facilitate contact if there were questions related to the survey or 

request a copy of the results summary. If participants selected an eliminating response, 

they were immediately directed to a custom message to thank them for their willingness 

to participate and advised them of the reason for their disqualification. Participants who 

completed the web-based survey, in its entirety, received a message to thank them for 

their contribution. 
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Summary 

I used a quantitative nonexperimental research design to examine the role of locus 

of control as a moderating variable on the relationship between secondary traumatic 

stress and burnout of working mothers in the school counseling profession. Statistical 

analyses were conducted to establish whether burnout moderates the relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and locus of control. A cross-sectional design via a web-based 

survey was the most efficient and cost-effective instrument to gather responses from 

participants located throughout the United States. Ethical responsibility required the 

protection of the confidentiality and privacy of participant information, integrity of 

collected data, and maintaining attentiveness to the treatment of human participants. 

Information related to the Walden University IRB approval, unforeseen modifications to 

the proposed plan, data collection, data analysis, and study inferences, with applicable 

statistics and tables are presented in Chapter 4. Interpretation of the results of the study, 

its limitations, recommendations, and implications for future research are discussed in 

Chapter 5.   
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this quantitative cross-sectional study was to examine whether 

there was a statistically significant relationship between locus of control and secondary 

traumatic stress as predictors of burnout of working mothers in the school counseling 

profession. The research questions and hypotheses centered on whether statistically 

significant relationships existed between the independent variables, levels of secondary 

traumatic stress and locus of control, and the dependent variable, burnout. I also 

examined whether locus of control moderated the relationship between secondary 

traumatic stress onto burnout.  

In this chapter, I present the results of the study and review the data collection 

procedures. The properties of the final sample, including the representation percentiles 

followed by the data collection. I present the data preparation and statistical tests for 

assumptions of a multiple regression analysis, as a foundation to the following sections 

that consist of the statistical analyses and results. The results of the study supported the 

findings of previous literature to a degree, in that a correlation exists between STS and 

LOC. Chapter 4 concludes with a summation of the analyzed results, discussion, and 

tables. 

Data Collection 

Following Walden University IRB approval on January 14, 2020, the web-based, 

cross-sectional survey became available on SurveyMonkey the following day, January 

15, 2020. I notified ASCA’s director of academic research on January 15, 2020, and 

provided my recruitment materials to begin data collection. A review of the survey 
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responses one week prior to the intended termination did not produce an ample sample 

size (n = 32); therefore, I extended data collection for one additional week. I notified 

ASCA’s director of academic research once more to inquire about notification through 

the ASCA e-newsletter to obtain additional responses, and the director granted 

permission. The SurveyMonkey link closed on Friday, February 22, 2020, after I 

confirmed that a satisfactory number of respondents completed the survey.  

Although 2,000 active ASCA members received the survey link, 106 individuals 

responded to the survey, which signified a 5% response rate of the targeted sample. 

Despite the marginal response rate, an adequate sample size of at least 72 granted an 

ample effect size. The survey disqualified 16 respondents (22% of the total) as they did 

not complete the survey in its entirety, leaving a total of 90 completed responses for full 

consideration. I used the logic options upon building the online web-based survey 

through SurveyMonkey. The skip-logic feature required each participant to respond to the 

current question before moving onto the following question.  

According to the plan as presented in Chapter 3, I did not fulfill the data 

collection process, noting the stipulation of the extended survey period due to an 

insufficient sample size at the end of the 3-week period. Following the conclusion of the 

survey, I downloaded the data from SurveyMonkey and cleaned for missing data. Before 

further analysis, I eliminated all surveys with omitted data.  

Prescreening Data 

 The data in the study were prescreened using the SPSS data screening and 

cleaning feature to identify and correct errors and increase the reliability of the data used 
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in the study. I used the SPSS Analyze-Descriptive-Statistics-Explore option to identify 

data outliers, normality, skewness, and kurtosis.  I entered the survey questionnaire 

responses into SPSS using the Analyze-Descriptive-Statistics-Frequency option to 

generate descriptive and frequency tables (SPSS Manual, 2014). I used the SPSS Analyze 

Scale Reliability analysis to determine the internal consistency of the study’s instruments, 

and results from the reliability analysis are described in this chapter. 

 Missing data may cause errors in research data outcomes and reduce the 

generalizability of the findings (Zhang & Wang, 2017). I assessed the data set for missing 

data. First, I managed the missing data through a visual assessment of data. If a case was 

missing 10% or more of responses to survey items, then I excluded it from the data 

analysis process (Bennett, 2001). I conducted a SPSS listwise deletion for participant 

surveys that had missing data and dropped from data analysis. I deleted incomplete data 

sets if the number of cases were not large. Additionally, I administered a frequency count 

for every variable to check for any missing data entries (Zhang & Wang, 2017).  

 There are several statistical assumptions related to multiple linear regression. 

Prior to performing a statistical analysis, I tested the following assumptions for a multiple 

linear regression analysis: independence of scores, linearity between the independent and 

dependent variables, multivariate normality of scores, homogeneity of variance, and lack 

of multicollinearity between predictor variables. Further, I checked for outliers that could 

have skewed the multiple linear regression analysis. I tested the multicollinearity 

assumption using the Pearson correlation coefficient, also referred to as Pearson’s r.  I 

established the data of the r value of the independent variables, secondary traumatic stress 
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and locus of control, and the p value. I tested the linear relationship between the outcome 

variable and the independent variables, using a scatterplot to show whether there was a 

linear or curvilinear relationship.  

 I used the standard multiple linear regression enter method, with all independent 

variables, entered simultaneously into the equation. The enter method was appropriate 

because there was a small set of predictor variables, and I did not know which 

independent variable would create the best prediction equation (Cramer, 2012). I used the 

moderating variable, locus of control, to examine how internal-external locus of control 

interacts with the predictive nature of the independent variable, secondary traumatic 

stress, on the dependent variable, burnout. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

 There was a restriction to the targeted population for this study to include active 

ASCA members with a professional membership type, a mother of at least one child 

under the age of 18 years old, with current employment as a school counselor for a 

minimum of three years. Demographic information presented in Table 1 includes a 

sample population of 26 elementary school counselors (28.9%), 27 middle school 

counselors (30%), and 37 high school counselors (41.1%), of which high school 

counselors were most represented. The largest percentage of participants self-reported 

with the age range of 35-44 (n = 61, 67.8%). Approximately 74.4% (n = 67) of the 

respondents reported being married, yet the respondents wielded more of the 

responsibility for childcare duties (n = 59, 65.6%). Further, a majority of the respondents 
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(n = 51, 56.7%) self-reported that the location of their support systems are within 5 to 20 

miles from their homes. Although 49 respondents (54.4%) “usually” felt supported as a 

mother, only 46 respondents (51.1%) “sometimes” felt supported as school counselors. 

Consequently, 76.7% (n = 69) of respondents reported they worked 41-50 hours per 

week, which is beyond the standard 40-hour work week. 
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Table 1 
 
Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants 

Characteristic n Percent 
Professional affiliation   
 Elementary school counselor 26 29 
 Middle school counselor 27 30 
 High school counselor 37 41 
Age   
 18-24 1 1 
 25-34 17 19 
 35-44 61 68 
 45-54 10 11 
 55+ 1 1 
Relationship status   
 Married 67 74 
 Widowed 1 1 
 Divorced 5 6 
 Separated 2 2 
 Domestic partnership 10 11 
 Cohabitating w/ significant other 2 2 
 Single, never married 3 3 
Number of Children living in household    
 1 32 36 
 2 34 38 
 3 15 17 
 4 6 6 
 More than 4 3 3 
Hours worked per week   
 20-30 4 4 
 31-40 14 16 
 41-50 69 77 
 50 or more 3 3 
Annual household income   
 $50,000-$74,999 28 31 
 $75,000-$99,999 36 40 
 $100,000-$150,000 24 27 
 $150,000+ 2 2 
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Characteristic n Percenta 
Responsible party of childcare duties   
 Mother does 59 66 
 Split equally 26 29 
 Spouse/partner does more 4 4 
 Mother does not have a partner 1 1 
Practice of self-care   
 Always 8 9 
 Usually 21 23 
 Sometimes 45 50 
 Rarely 16 18 
Feel supported as a mother   
 Always 7 7 
 Usually 49 54 
 Sometimes 30 33 
 Rarely 4 4 
Feel supported as a school counselor    
 Always 2 2 
 Usually 23 26 
 Sometimes 46 51 
 Rarely 19 21 
Location of support system   
 5-10 miles 23 26 
 10-20 miles 28 31 
 20-30 miles 17 19 
 30+ miles 22 24 
Note. N = 90.  
aPercent values rounded two decimals. 
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After I removed all disqualifying responses using a frequency analysis in SPSS, I 

accounted for all missing data before continuing onto the next step of the data analysis 

process. I evaluated the reliability of each scale used in the study. Further, reliability for 

each subscale (e.g., burnout) was evaluated, collapsed, and averaged to allow conversion 

of the current data into a smaller data set (Table 2).  

Table 2 
 
Descriptive Statistics and Reliability Analysis of Locus of Control, Secondary Traumatic 
Stress, and Burnout 

 LOC STS Burnout 
Mean 9.48 3.27 3.25 

Std. error 0.37 0.03 0.04 
SD 3.55 0.32 0.34 

Minimum 3.00 2.30 2.40 
Maximum 18.00 4.10 3.90 
Skewness 0.78 -0.29 -0.58 
Kurtosis -0.12 0.55 -0.21 

Cronbach’s alpha 
(α) 

0.68 0.45 0.87 

Note. Percent values rounded to .00. 
 
 In Table 2, the mean scores for locus of control (χ = 9.48) were within the range 

that specified a higher internal locus of control. The mean scores for secondary traumatic 

stress (χ = 3.27) were within range, indicating neither more nor less exposure to 

extremely stressful events. The mean scores for burnout (χ = 3.25) were within the range 

that specified a moderate level of burnout. For skewness, Table 2 illustrates the results for 

locus of control (α = 0.78), indicating the data set was more left of the mean; secondary 

traumatic stress (α = -0.29), indicating the data set was more right of the mean; and 

burnout (α = -0.58), also indicating the data set was further right of the mean. For 

kurtosis, Table 2 indicates a violation of the assumption of normality, as locus of control 
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(α = -0.12) and burnout (α = -0.21) were both reflected left of the mean; while secondary 

traumatic stress (α = 0.55) reflected to the right of the mean. I used an alpha level of ≤ .10 

for reliability to address the violation of the assumption of normality as a satisfactory 

criterion to affirm a statistically significant correlation (Teigen & Jøgensen, 2005).  

 The recommended values for Cronbach’s alpha (α) are 0.7 or higher (DeVellis, 

2003), as the higher the value indicates a higher level of internal consistency within the 

instrument (Kline, 2005). For reliability for the LOC scale, Table 2 (above) denotes a 

Cronbach’s alpha that was reputable (α = .684), further confirming each question on the 

LOC scale represents what it was designed to measure. For reliability of the ProQOL-5, 

Table 2 (above) denotes a Cronbach’s alpha that was particularly low, whose subscales 

represent α = .452 for STS and α = .585 for CS (compassion satisfaction). The reliability 

of the ProQOL-5 begs concern that the questions are not explicitly addressing the same 

components, simply different facets of the same components. 

The MBI-HSS was employed to measure different, underlying components of 

burnout, whose overall Cronbach’s alpha was consistent (α = .867). One component, 

emotional exhaustion, consisted of nine questions and it yielded a high level of internal 

consistency, as determined by a Cronbach’s alpha of .867. The second component, 

depersonalization, consisted of five questions and it generated a high level of consistency, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .767. The third component, diminished personal 

accomplishment, consisted of eight questions and yielded a high level of consistency, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .855. A study conducted by Carbonell and Rodriguez-

Escudero (2013) confirmed the reliability of the MBI through their examination of the 
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relationship between employee job satisfaction and burnout to 197 new product 

development teams, generating a Cronbach’s alpha of .762. 
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Figure 1 
 
Normal Probability Plot (P-P) and Scatterplot 
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I measured the assumptions for normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity for a 

standard multiple regression analysis (see Figure 1 normal probability plot, scatterplot) of 

the regression standardized predicted value and standard residual of levels of burnout, as 

the dependent variable. The graphs support the assumption of normality was met as each 

graph exhibits slight deviations from normality. Although the assumption of normality 

was met in evaluating the normal probability plot (see Figure 1 top), the scatterplot 

revealed three outliers (see Figure 1 bottom); however, there was not a strong deviation 

from the pattern. Further, I presumed the assumption of homoscedasticity was met, 

although with a slight deviation. To conclude, the preliminary data analysis did not 

present any major violations of assumptions for normality, linearity, and/or 

homoscedasticity.  

Table 3 
 
Correlation Matrix for Locus of Control, Secondary Traumatic Stress, and Burnout 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 

1. LOC 9.48 3.55 -   

2. STS 3.27 0.32 -.354 -  

3. Burnout 3.25 0.34 .012 .020 - 

  

In Table 3 (above) the results of Pearson’s correlation between the independent 

variables, LOC, and secondary traumatic stress (STS), indicated a significant correlation 

at the 0.01 level (r = -.354, p = .001). There was no statistically significant relationship 

found between the independent variable, locus of control (LOC), and the dependent 

variable, burnout (r = .012, p = .907). Further, there was no statistically significant 
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relationship found between the independent variable, STS, and the dependent variable, 

burnout (r = .020, p = .849). When reviewing the tolerance parameters and determined 

the values were within acceptance range of Tolerance > .10 and VIF < 10 for each 

variable (Bager et al., 2017). The assumptions of multicollinearity were not violated and 

were met for the correlation between the independent variables, STS and LOC. 

Hypothesis Testing 

 I examined the correlation and statistical significance between LOC and burnout. 

In Figure 2, an assessment of the probability plot and histogram of the residuals with the 

dependent variable, burnout, and the independent variable, LOC, I concluded there was a 

slight deviation from normality. I proposed that burnout does not have a correlation with 

LOC (r = .012) and there is not a statistically significant relationship, p > .001 (Table 3). 

I accepted the null hypothesis because there was no statistically significant relationship 

found between LOC and burnout. 

Prior to the analysis, I measured the assumptions of the regression analysis. The 

assumptions of a regression analysis included homoscedasticity and normality (Stevens, 

2009). Normality is the assumption that the difference between expected values and 

predicted values are normally distributed; and tested using visual inspection through a 

probability-probability (P-P) plot in SPSS (Stevens, 2009). The assumption of 

homoscedasticity is that data falls central from the line of regression, from one end to the 

other (Stevens, 2009). I tested this assumption using a standardized residual plot 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). The statistical outcomes of the analysis provided evidence 

of whether to reject or accept the null hypotheses to the study.  
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Figure 2 
 
Histogram and Normal Probability Plot (P-P) 
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The second question examined the correlation and statistical significance between 

the independent variable, secondary traumatic stress (STS), and the dependent variable, 

burnout. I am concluding that burnout does not have a correlation with secondary 

traumatic stress (r = .020), and there is not a statistically significant relationship, p > .001 

(Table 3). Therefore, I accepted the null hypothesis because there was no statistically 

significant relationship established between STS and burnout. 

Moderation Analysis 

 A moderation analysis describes when the independent variable and dependent 

variable are correlated (Hayes & Rockwood, 2017). To conduct a moderation analysis, I 

assumed X (secondary traumatic stress) to be related to Y (burnout), which a statistically 

significant relationship has been determined for this study (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Next, 

I centered X and M (locus of control) to avoid multicollinearity by subtracting the mean 

(Diebold, 2013). Consequently, I multiplied X and centered-M to create an interaction 

term. I completed a regression analysis to conclude if M had an effect between X and Y, 

and if the effect between X and Y progresses to zero, with the addition of M (McKinnon, 

2011). Figure 3 is a moderation analysis graphic that depicts the potential relationship. 
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Figure 3 
 
Simple Moderation Analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results of Moderation Analysis 

 I tested the hypotheses to conclude whether the relationship between secondary 

traumatic stress and burnout, moderated by locus of control. I centered the predictor 

variables (secondary traumatic stress and locus of control) by subtracting the mean 

(Diebold, 2013). Next, I created an interaction term from the outcome of the centered 

moderating variable and the predictor variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986; Diebold, 2013). 

The first two steps of the moderation analysis implicated the assumption as to whether 

there is a statistically significant relationship between each independent variable (e.g., 

secondary traumatic stress, locus of control) and the dependent variable (e.g., burnout). 

The third step involved testing the relationship between both independent variables; 

therefore, subsequent tests measured the relationships and effects of the centered 

variables, and the interaction term. In Table 4, the values associated with the centered 

Secondary Traumatic 
Stress  

(X) 
Burnout  

(Y) 

Locus of Control  
(M) 
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variables, secondary traumatic stress (CENTERED_STS), locus of control 

(CENTERED_LOC), and the interaction term (CENTERED_STS x CENTERED_LOC). 
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Table 4 
 
Predicted and Residual Values of Moderated Interaction 

 Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Predicted value 3.0088 3.0679 3.0389 .01078 
Residual -.58798 .72505 .000 .25596 
Std. predicted 
value 

-2.793 2.691 .000 1.000 

Std. residual -2.258 2.785 .000 .983 
 
 
Table 5 
 
ANOVA Results for the Interaction Between Secondary Traumatic Stress and Locus of 
Control on Burnout 

 Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

Regression .010 3 .003 .051 .985 
Residual 5.831 86 .068   
Total 5.841 89    

 
 
Table 6 
 
Moderated Regression Analysis with Centered Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS) as IV, 
Locus of Control (LOC) as the Moderator, and Burnout as the Outcome Variable 

 Standardized 
Coefficients 

   

 B Std. Error Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

(Constant) 3.036 .029  105.040 .000 
CENTER_LOC .001 .008 .020 .171 .864 
CENTER_STS .027 .093 .033 .287 .775 
CENTER_STS x 
CENTER_LOC 

-.006 .023 -.031 -.280 .780 
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 The moderation analysis was determined to be significant, F(3, 86) = .051, p < 

.001. In the model shown on Table 6, STS was a predictor of burnout, b = .027, p = .775. 

Further, the interaction term, LOC and centered-STS, produced a negative correlation, b 

= -.006, p = .780, and statistically significant (Table 6). I rejected the null hypothesis, 

denoting there is a statistically significant relationship between secondary traumatic stress 

(STS) and locus of control (LOC) onto burnout of working mothers, employed as school 

counselors. I completed all data analyses, and there were no additional analyses 

performed.  

Summary 

 I tested the hypothesis for each research question, using a bivariate correlation 

analysis. Burnout did not have a correlation with locus of control; thus, I accepted the 

null hypothesis as there was no statistically significant relationship found between locus 

of control and burnout. The results of the second research question concluded that 

burnout did not have a correlation with secondary traumatic stress; thus, I accepted the 

null hypothesis as there was no statistically significant relationship between secondary 

traumatic stress and burnout. I tested the moderation analysis to determine whether the 

relationship between secondary traumatic stress and burnout, moderated by locus of 

control. Based upon the findings of the overall moderation analysis, there was significant 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis and conclude that the relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and burnout, moderated by locus of control. Chapter 5 will 

begin with an introduction and further detail of the findings, along with inferences for 

social change.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this quantitative cross-sectional study was to examine whether 

there was a statistically significant relationship between secondary traumatic stress and 

locus of control as predictors of burnout of working mothers in the school counseling 

profession. First, I examined the correlation between secondary traumatic stress and 

burnout. The results revealed a negative correlation between the two variables, but not 

enough to be considered statistically significant. Next, I examined the correlation 

between locus of control and burnout. The results revealed there was not a statistically 

significant relationship between the two variables. I further assessed the correlation 

between the two independent variables: secondary traumatic stress and locus of control. 

The results revealed that locus of control did not play a statistically significant role on 

secondary traumatic stress.  

 The concluding statistical analysis included the examination as to whether locus 

of control moderated the relationship between secondary traumatic stress on the levels of 

burnout. I applied a multiple linear regression analysis to examine the effect of the 

independent variables, centered the variables, and interaction term onto the dependent 

variable, burnout. The results showed that the relationship between secondary traumatic 

stress and burnout, moderated by locus of control; thus, the relationship was found to be 

statistically significant, as defined in the ProQOL-5. 

 The research goals were met to complement the body of work regarding working 

mothers who are employed as school counselors, as the relationship between secondary 

traumatic stress and locus of control were confirmed; as the moderating variable (e.g, 
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Center_STS x Center_LOC) were negatively correlated. Further, I examined whether 

locus of control moderated the relationship between secondary traumatic stress on 

burnout. The findings indicated a confirmation of previous research conducted by 

Culbreth et al. (2013), who discovered a statistically significant relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and burnout, and a study by Baggerly and Osborn (2014) 

confirmed the correlation between locus of control and burnout. However, I did not find 

literature examining the relationship between secondary traumatic stress and locus of 

control as predictors of burnout of working mothers in the school counseling profession.  

 Several studies focused on the physical, mental, and emotional conditions that 

lead to burnout (Bernardi, 2011; Kormanik & Rocco, 2012). However, these studies 

offered unique perspectives as previous research have illustrated that burnout is likely to 

reflect a “classical” depressive process evolving in response to resolvable trauma, stress. 

Interpretation of Findings 

Theoretical Foundation 

For this study, I applied Rotter’s SLT as the theoretical foundation. According to 

Rotter (1966), an individual’s personality signifies the exchanges within the individual’s 

environment. To wholly understand an individual’s behavior, one must consider the 

individual’s personality and environmental factors (Nassi & Abramowitz, 2013; Sagone 

& Caroli, 2014), as Rotter perceived personality and behavior through a psychological 

motivational factor. I discovered that the SLT as the theoretical foundation reinforced the 

findings as participants who reported a higher internal locus of control were comparable 

to findings of Culbreth et al. (2013), who maintained that individuals with a higher 
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internal locus of control believe the circumstances primarily from their own behavior and 

experiences. 

Figure 4 
 
Locus of Control Chart 

 

Secondary Traumatic Stress and Burnout 

 After evaluating the results from the first research hypothesis, the analysis 

indicated that there was no statistically significant relationship between school 

counselors’ levels of secondary traumatic stress and levels of burnout. Since the inception 

of the school counseling profession, the increasing job demands produce a sense of 

overload (Culbreth et al., 2013) and completion of conflicting duties and responsibilities 

(Cinotti, 2014), which results in a lack of time to perform direct services with students 

(King et al., 2018). In this study, the number of hours spent working on counselor-related 

Internal Locus of 
Control 

 
“If I work hard, I will 

succeed. I am in control 
of most things in my 

life.” 
 

“It did not work out this 
time. I will learn from 
this and do better next 

time.” 

External Locus of 
Control 

 
“Why even bother 

trying? Most things are 
not in my control.” 

 
“There is nothing I can 
do about my future.” 

 
“The times I succeeded 

is mostly due to 
coincidence.” 
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tasks outside of the 40-hour work week was incongruent with the number of participants 

reporting lower levels of secondary traumatic stress. 

Locus of Control and Burnout 

 After evaluating the results of the second research hypothesis, the analysis 

indicated there was no statistically significant relationship between locus of control and 

burnout. Previous studies examining the association between locus of control and burnout 

determined that burnout emerged when external circumstances were present (Kormanik 

& Rocco, 2012). The lack of correlation within the study suggests the sample was 

restricted; therefore, the statistical differences found were far less stable than if a larger 

sample were used. 

Moderation of Locus of Control on the Relationship Between Secondary Traumatic 

Stress and Burnout 

 I used a multiple regression analysis to examine whether the relationship between 

secondary traumatic stress and burnout, moderated by locus of control. The results of the 

regression of the centered independent variables, the interaction term, and dependent 

variable were statistically significant. There was a negative correlation with a statistically 

significant relationship between the moderator (p = .775), the interaction term (p = .780), 

and the dependent variable. This is the first study to evaluate whether the relationship 

between secondary traumatic stress and burnout were moderated by locus of control, and 

previous studies have confirmed the statistically significant relationships between 

secondary traumatic stress as an independent variable and predictor of burnout 

(Astramovich et al., 2013; Bardhoshi et al., 2014; Kolbert et al., 2016). Additional 
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research is essential to include whether employment type (i.e., full-time and part-time), 

leadership position, and current self-care techniques influence the lack of statistically 

significant findings. 

Figure 5 
 
The Professional Quality of Life Model 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. This model depicts Stamm’s (2010) hypothetical model of compassion fatigue development. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

Limitations were present within the study, such as the use of a cross-sectional 

design. Although I obtained an adequate number of participants to the survey, but only 

after I extended the data collection process for an additional week. As mentioned in 

Depressed 
by work 

Frustrated 
by work 

Traumatized 
by work 
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Chapter 1, generalizability of the findings as well as validity of the conclusions based 

upon a small sample size are limitations.  

I required participants to validate that they met the delimitation criteria, without a 

verification option prior to launching the self-directed survey. I asked participants to 

complete the survey by recalling situations within the past 30 days regarding their 

experiences as school counselors as it relates their locus of control, secondary traumatic 

stress, and burnout. I used an online survey to collect data. The online survey 

encompassed close-ended questions, and closed-ended questions do not sanction the use 

of explanations or specificity, which may limit the validity of the study (Drost, 2011). 

Further, Drost (2011) argued that self-report measures, specifically online surveys, may 

limit the participant’s objectivity and honesty; thereby, creating response bias. The data 

collected were self-reported; and therefore, associated with subjective measures of 

behaviors and feelings.  

The instrument used to collect data on secondary traumatic stress may present to 

be a limitation to this study. The foundation of the ProQOL-5, proposed by Stamm 

(2010), designed to illuminate the consequences of working as a helper to traumatized 

individuals. The ProQOL-5, identified as having good content validity, was too narrow in 

scope to effectively measure the nuances of secondary traumatic stress experienced by 

school counselors and their day-to-day interactions with students, their families, and staff. 

Construct validity is the degree in which an instrument measures what it is designed to 

measure (Frankfort-Nachmias et al., 2015). A different instrument, one with a broader 

scope, may yield distinctive results. 
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Recommendations 

 In this study, I examined the relationship between locus of control and secondary 

traumatic stress as predictors of burnout. This study provided evidence of a correlation 

between locus of control and secondary traumatic stress. My recommendation for future 

research is a replication of the study with an increase in sample size as it may strengthen 

the power of the study. In doing so, the power of the study may enhance the ability to 

establish the statistically significant relationships. The replication of the study may 

include other demographics, not included in this study, such as leadership or supervisory 

position, geographical location, pre-existing health conditions, and school settings. The 

replication of this study may impart further discernment regarding the phenomenon of 

locus of control, secondary traumatic stress, and burnout among school counselors and 

working mothers.  

 This study used a quantitative approach; however, I suggest a mixed-methods 

approach to replicate for future research. According to Creswell & Plano Clark (2011), 

mixed methods research will signify the participants’ perspectives to ensure the findings 

are grounded in their experiences; while offering flexibility in understanding the 

ambiguities between conclusions qualitative findings and quantitative outcomes. The 

integration of quantitative data (e.g., supervisory position, school setting, geographical 

location) and qualitative data (e.g., in-depth lived experiences of working mothers 

employed as school counselors) may offer greater understanding of the tethered 

relationship between locus of control, secondary traumatic stress, and burnout. Further 

the outcomes of qualitative data may strengthen the quantitative data, using an embedded 
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design, specifically to support district and state-level initiatives to support the design of 

self-care intervention program for school counselors (Palinkas et al., 2011).  

 Future researchers could also conduct a qualitative analysis that would focus on 

self-care strategies that working mothers who are employed as school counselors utilize 

to address locus of control, secondary traumatic stress, and burnout. Currently, there are 

limited studies regarding self-care, secondary traumatic stress, locus of control, and 

burnout. A qualitative study could provide an opportunity to explore the relationships 

among the variables. The results of this study created the following questions that could 

generate further research and enrich the resources for school counselors to create balance 

personally and professionally. These questions include: 

1. If an individual is close to burnout, how does it impact their locus of control? 
2. Through severe cases of burnout, particularly living through the COVID-19 

pandemic, how does an individual’s locus of control shift from internal to 
external? 

Researching these questions could complement the awareness of working mothers who 

serve as school counselors, and potentially offer resources to establish and maintain 

balance, set boundaries, and while meeting students’ academic needs.  

This study used Rotter’s SLT as the theoretical framework. However, future 

researchers could expand this study using a feminist approach, exploring the diversity of 

working women in school counseling. Daly & Groes (2017) argued that motherhood is 

constant, demanding, and draining; and Luthar & Ciciolla (2016) confirmed that mothers 

who elect work experience an exponential amount of stress and backlash for choosing a 

career over family. 
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Implications and Positive Social Change 

I initiated this study to complement the work currently available concerning 

working mothers employed as school counselors and their ability to understand and 

balance their locus of control as well as reduce secondary traumatic stress. Findings of 

the study suggest locus of control and secondary traumatic stress were correlated. 

District-level supervisors could use the findings from the study to provide resources that 

focus on school counselors’ results and relationships. School principals and assistant 

principals could use the findings from the study to cultivate clear channels of 

communication with school counselors to openly define tasks appropriate for school 

counselors. Cinotti (2014) argued that counselors suffered secondary traumatic stress 

from assignment of inappropriate non-counseling-related duties. School counselors work 

to exhaustion to sustain stellar results that each school’s administrative team (e.g., 

principal, assistant principals) have come to rely on, while still attempting to maintain 

balance outside of work-related tasks (Astramovich et al., 2013). As advocates for 

students, providing valuable resources for their emotional and academic advancement; 

school counselors are the personification of agents of social change (Kolbert et al., 2016).  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this quantitative, cross-sectional study, using a web-based survey, 

was to examine the relationship of working mothers’ locus of control to secondary 

traumatic stress as measured by the level of burnout within the school counseling 

profession. School counselors continue to be social change agents that are uniquely 

qualified to help students and their families in the areas of academic achievement, social 
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and emotional support, and college and/or career preparedness (ASCA, 2017). Previous 

studies indicated a lack of understanding and transparency concerning the appropriate 

roles and responsibilities of school counselors, which in turn, generated burnout 

characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal 

accomplishment (Cieslak, 2016). Further, an emotional duress also consumed by mental 

health professionals, like school counselors, is secondary traumatic stress due to indirect 

exposure to traumatic events (García et al., 2017; Shoji et al., 2014). The two predictors 

in this study did not evoke a significant effect on locus of control to secondary traumatic 

stress as measured by the level of burnout for working mothers. However, the findings of 

the study may be used to advocate for alignment of appropriate school counselor 

responsibilities with training, education, and self-care resources for professional and 

personal mental health stability; aligned with consideration for district and state-level 

policy modifications for school counseling program development. This, in turn, may 

enable school counselors to be more effective social change agents and serve students 

appropriately, while observing personal boundaries to focus on family. 
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