
Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette

Education Faculty Research and Publications Education, College of

1-1-2009

Closing the Achievement Gap: A Social Justice
Imperative for School Counseling
Alan W. Burkard
Marquette University, alan.burkard@marquette.edu

Michael J. Martinez
Marquette University, michael.j.martinez@marquette.edu

Casey A. Holtz
Marquette University

Published version. "Closing the Achievement Gap: A Social Justice Imperative for School
Counseling," in Handbook of Multicultural Counseling (3rd Edition). Eds. Joseph G. Ponterotto, J.
Manuel Casas, Lisa A. Suzuki, and Charlene M. Alexander. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications,
2009: 547-561. Publisher Link. © Sage Publications 2009. Used with permission.

https://epublications.marquette.edu
https://epublications.marquette.edu/edu_fac
https://epublications.marquette.edu/education
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam


43 

Closing the Achievement Gap 

A Social ]ustice Imperative for School Counseling 

ALAN W. BURKARD , M ICHAEL J. MARTINEZ, AND CASEY A. HOLTZ 

The current public scrutiny of our school systems is 
unprecedented. The educational reform move

ment, legislation action through the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001, educational research (Noguera, 
2003; Portes, 2005 ), and commissioned reports (Kuh, 
Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006; National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) ha ve 
made us abundantly aware that at least sorne of our 
children are unsuccessful in schools and that schools 
are failing many children. Perhaps a natural conse
quence of such attention is to look for which group or 
groups are to blame for academically unsuccessful stu
dents or the inadequacies of our schools, particularly 
our public schools. Interestingly, many would contend 
that we know how to teach children and to help them 
learn effectively (Darling-Hammond, 2000). So, why 
do we continue to have problems helping children 
achieve academically in school? Many believe that the 
current problems in education are dueto social inequality 
(Noguera, 2003 ), which manifests as an academic 

achievement gap. This gap in achievement is based on the 
unequal performance on academic achievement mea
sures that occurs between students from various ethnic/ 
racial and socioeconomic groups. 

There is considerable evidence supporting the exis
tence of social inequality in education and an achieve
ment gap. Academic gaps between ethnic/racial and 
socioeconomic groups begin to emerge in elementary 
school, particularly in reading and math, and persist 
into middle and high school (Portes, 2005). Although 
African American, Hispanic, and Native American stu
dents have made significant gains in math and reading 
scores in recent years, these scores continue -to lag sig
nificantly behind Asían American and White students 
(National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 
2007). Furthermore, over the 16-year period from 1990 
to 2005, grade point averages (GPAs) were signifi
cantly higher for Asían American and White students 
in comparison to African American and Hispanic 
students. Additionally, high school/GED completion 
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rates are 94o/o and 90% for Asian Americans and 
Whites, respectively, but the rates drop to 81 o/o for 
African Americans and 63% for Hispanics (NAEP, 
2004). As a final example, drop-out rates for Hispanic 
students were 22.4% in 2005, whereas Whites were 
at 6% and African Americans were at 10.4% (NAEP, 
2005). The evidence supporting the social inequalities 
among these aforementioned groups in our schools is 
compelling, and suggests that students of color and stu
dents from lower economic groups are not provided 
with adequate educational opportunities (Kuh et al., 
l006; Lee, 2005), which may cause one to wonder how 
to intervene. The solution to closing the achievement 
gap will necessitate a systemic and collaborative effort 
by all educational professionals and stakeholders. 

Many believe that school counselors are essential pro
fessionals in furthering efforts to close the achievement 
gap (Education Trust, 1997; Hart & Jacobi, 1992; House 
& Sears, 2002; Martín, 2002). School counselors have a 
systemic perspective of students and the school, and are 
the educational professionals best positioned to intervene 
on behalf of students when barriers to equity and access 
are present (Martín, 2002). lnterestingly, critica! reviews 
of school counseling practice (Education Trust, 1997; 
Hart & Jacobi, 1992; Rosenbaum, 1976) found that 
school counselors often were not using their training 
effectively to advocate for students, were unprepared to 
provide leadership related to closing the achievement gap, 
and often served as barriers to student access to relevant 
and rigorous coursework. Consequently, school coun
selors essentially helped to maintain the social inequities 
that were problematic in schools. 

A few organizations have emerged to address these 
concerns and lead reform efforts of school counseling 
practice. Starting in 1996, the Education Trust embarked 
on the Transforming School Counseling Initiative to 
change school counselor preparation (Martín, 2002). 
The goal of this initiative was to position school coun
selors as integral educationalleaders in school reform, 
with the long-term intention of closing the achievement 
gap, particularly for poor and ethnic minority students. 
In addition to the Education Trust initiatives, the American 
School Counselor Association (ASCA) published the 
National Standards for School Counseling Programs 
(Campbell & Dahir, 1997) and later the ASCA 
National School Counseling Model (ASCA, 2005). The 
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National Standards consist of content standards for 
students in the academic, career, and personaVsocial 
domains, and offer guidelines for the knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that all students should acquire tbrough 
participation in a school counseling program. To sup
port school counselors in the implementation of these 
standards, the ASCA National School Counseling Model 
was published. This model provided a compre! ensive 
framework that addressed the philosophical founda
tion of, delivery of school counseling services to, man
agement of, and accountability-evaluation components 
of a school counseling program (Bowers, Hatch, & 
Schwallie-Giddis, 2001). This model was founded on the 
work of Gysbers and others (e.g., Gysbers & He;.Iderson, 
2000; Gysbers & Moore, 1981; Myrick, 1 9 ~17 ) and 
philosophically aligns with the themes of social justice, 
leadership, collaboration, systemic change, datJ -·driven 
practice, and advocacy for all students. Finaily, the 
College Board recently formed the National Office 
of School Counselor Advocacy (NOSCA) to infl uence 
school counselor preparation regarding collegf' readi
ness counseling. NOSCA focuses its efforts 011 preser
vice training of school counselors, research on college 
readiness, and legislative lobby efforts (Martin & Lee, 
2007). Although each of the preceding organizations 
addresses different aspects of school counselor prepa
ration and practice, they all share a common focus on 
encouraging leadership among school counsel! )rs with 
the intent of creating equal access to opportun!ties for 
all students. Closing the achievement gap, then, beco mes 
a social justice imperative for all school counselors. 

In this chapter, we are specifically concerned with 
the role of school counselors in addressing the achieve
ment gap. As context, we focus first on the philosophical 
beliefs that serve as a foundation for school counselor 
training and practice. Next, we will concern ourselves 
with emerging issues affecting school counseling prac
tice as well as training of school counselors. Finally, we 
will draw sorne conclusions about important future 
directions and points of collaboration. 

PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION 
OF SCHOOL COUNSELING REFORM 

At the heart of school counseling reform that is focused 
on closing the achievement gap is a philosophical 
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paradigm shift in school counseling practice. Although 
reform has resulted in severa! philosophical changes for 
school counselors, the following three beliefs are speci
fically important to addressing the achievement gap. 

Equity and Access 

If school counselors are to address student achieve
ment gaps successfully, equity and access must become 
the goal of all school counseling programs (House & 
Martín, 1998). Perhaps at the foundation of this belief 
is the notion that all students can achieve at high levels 
and that the role of the school counselor is to ensure 
that all students have access to educational opportuni
ties to support their potential (Hart & Jacobi, 1992). 
This social justice perspective suggests that school 
counselors must correct injustices in our schools by 
challenging biased school practices such as restricting 
access to advanced placement courses, placing the low
est performing students with the least skilled teachers, 
or offering little assistance to students and their parents 
regarding postsecondary planning. In addition to chal
lenging biased and restrictive practices, school coun
selors can also increase equity and access by developing 
guidance curricula that empower students in the class
room (e.g., organizational skills, study skills, test-taking 
strategies, time management); educate students and 
their families about academic coursework that ensures 
that students are college ready (i.e., college awareness, 
college preparedness); and provide resources to stu
dents and their families that would support academic 
success at elementary, secondary, and postsecondary 
levels (House & Hayes, 2002; Lee, 2005). Thus, social 
advocacy becomes the cornerstone skill in ensuring 
that equity and ·access have been addressed adequately 
in our schools (Bailey, Getch, & Chen-Hayes, 2007). 

Multicultural Competence 

If school counselors are to address student concerns 
regarding equity and access, they must be culturally 
competent and provide culturally responsive school 
counseling services (Lee, 20.01). In fact, ASCA (2004) 
adopted the following position statement on cul
tural diversity: "Professional school counselors have 
the skills necessary to collaborate with students, 
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parents and school personnel to identify attitudes and 
policies that impede the learning process of culturally 
diverse students" (p. 1). Such a position illustrates the 
importance of cultural competence to school counsel
ing. The first conceptualization of cultural competence 
was based on Sue et al.'s (1982) model of awareness, 
knowledge, and skills. Awareness refers to counselors' 
understanding of their worldview and the effect that 
their own cultural conditioning has on their attitudes, 
behaviors, and interactions with others. School coun
selors are also expected to be knowledgeable of their 
students' cultural worldviews and to develop skills that 
are appropriate for working with culturally diverse stu
dents. This original conceptualization of cultural com
petence served as the foundation for what later became 
the multicultural counseling competencies adopted by 
the Association of Multicultural Counseling and Devel
opment (Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992). School 
counselors use their cultural competencies to lead efforts 
in educating others on how social, cultural, and systemic 
barriers impede academic achievement, development, 
and advancement of marginalized groups ( e.g., raciaV 
ethnic minorities; low socioeconomic status students; 
lesbian/gay/bisexuaVtransgender students; students with 
disabilities) and use their skills to intervene on students' 
behalf (Hipilito-Delgado & Lee, 2007). 

Systemic Perspective 

Finally, a systemic approach to school counseling is 
important to attain long-term academic and personal 
success for all students (Behring, 2002). School coun
selors ha ve to be mindful of the various interconnected 
systems (e.g., family, school, community) that influence 
all children's lives (Sink & Stroh, 2003 ). This perspec
tive is especially important to many schools' mission of 
academic achievement and represents a commitment to 
ensuring that all children, regardless of socioeconomic 
status or race/ethnicity, ha ve the opportunity to achieve 
(Lee, 2005). School counselors can align themselves 
with the newly transformed role of school counseling 
by becoming advocates and leaders for all students and 
their families (Bemak & Chung, 2005). For example, in 
addition to partnering with students, school counselors 
should align with parents to provide them with skills 
and knowledge on how to gain access to important 
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resources (Bemak, 2000). School counselors are a:lso in 
a position to build relationships with teachers (Amatea, 
Daniels, Bringman, & Vandiver, 2004), principals, and 
administrators who can assist in working toward social 
change and decreasing the achievement gap (Bemak, 
2000; Lee, 2005), and also collaborate with commu
nity agencies that provide important services for chil
dren and families (Cox & Lee, 2007). By shifting toa 
more systemic approach, school counselors are able to 
be proactive and visible leaders in educational reform 
(e.g., decreasing the achievement gap) and thereby con
tribute to the central mission of schools (House & 
Hayes, 2002). 

EMERGING ISSUES FOR 
SCHOOL COUNSELING PRACTICE 

Based on the philosophical changes in school counsel
ing, a new vision of school counseling practice is rapidly 
emerging in this country. This new perspective encou~
ages school counselors to relinquish their roles as sub
stitute teachers, schedule coordinators, record keepers, 
and psychotherapists within schools, and to develop 
roles as educational leaders, social advocates, preven
tion experts, counselors, collaborators, consultants, 
and evidence-based practitioners (ASCA, 2005). School 
counselors use these roles to develop a comprehensive 
program designed to provide services to all students 
(ASCA, 2005; Gysbers, 1997; Gysbers & Henderson, 
2000). Furthermore, the comprehensive school coun-

. seling program is based on standards that address stu
dents' academic, career, and personallsocio-emotional 
needs (Campbell & Dahir, 1997), but fundamentally 
support academic success and student achievement. The 
attention to supporting student achievement brings into 
focus the achievement gap that exists for students of 
color and economically disadvantaged groups. The 
following discussion describes programmatic changes 
important to practicing school counselors and closing 
achievement gaps. 

Service to All Students 

Traditional models of school counseling have often 
emphasized duties, processes, or services-paradigms 
that Gysbers (1997) believes lead to poorly organized 
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and ineffective services for students and their families. 
With these traditional models, school counselors often 
had little rationale or focus for their responsibilities, 
and consequently, it was exceedingly unclear ;f school 
counselors had any effect on student outcome\, partic
ularly in academic achievement. Because of the lack of 
role clarity, school counselors were vulnerable t:o being 
assigned administrative duties that often had little or 
nothing in common with supporting studen r growth 
and development (ASCA, 2005; Burnham & .;dckson, 
2000; Scarborough, 2005). Under these tr.!ditional 
rriodels, school counselors worked with relati vely few 
students in the school. To address these conc-·rns, the
orists (Gysbers & Henderson, 2000; Myri ; , 1997) 
encouraged school counselors to develop cm · prehen~ 

sive school counseling programs (CSCPs) that Jre based 
upon prevention and standards (i.e., academic career, 
personallsocial-emotional) (Campbell & Dah •, 1997). 
CSCPs are designed to reach all students and increase 
accountability for student achievement outcomes. CSCPs 
are composed of four components: philosophjeal foun
dation, delivery system, management, and accm;atability 
(see ASCA, 2005, for a detailed description of l.i:teh com
ponent). Contemporary school counselors, rl- .' !1 , stand 
in sharp contrast to those school counselors \v ho con
tinue to operate as therapists in schools and often reach a 
minimal number of students. ASCA's (2005) National 
Model for School Counseling Programs stand-J as one 
prominent example of a CSCP, andan increa~:i ng num
ber of state departments of education are endo c~ing com
prehensive models for the school counselors in r. ,eir state . 

Emerging research on CSCPs is promising and pro
vides sorne support for the claim that these programs 
do indeed increase student acadernic achievement (Lapan, 
Gysbers, & Petroski, 2003; Lapan, Gysber:,, & Sun, 
1997; Sink & Stroh, 2003). Operating on th t premise 
and research that CSCPs support student . 1cademic 
achievement, these programs would appear to be an 
important social justice initiative that could hold promise 
for closing the achievement gap. Alarmingly, Lapan, 
Gysbers, Cook, Bragg, and Robbins (2006) found that 
schools with high percentages of students of color and 
economically disadvantaged students had fewer school 
counselors and had higher school counselor-to-student 
ratios than did schools with lower percentages of 
students of color and economically disadvantaged 
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students. Additionally, in comparison to schools with 
lower percentages of students of color and economi
cally disadvantaged students, schools with higher per
centages of these student groups were less likely to ha ve 
fully enacted CSCPs. The implications of this research 
are disturbing and suggest that students who are most 
in need of service are the least likely to ha ve access toa 
school counselor or receive assistance through a fully 
developed school counseling program. These findings 
are not unlike prior research that indicated that stu
dents of color and economically disadvantaged stu
dents have difficulty accessing school counselors for 
assistance (Lee & Ekstrom, 1987) . Given the positive 
outcomes for academic achievement when students 
experienced a CSCP, it is important that school coun
selors educare themselves about and seek to implement 
CSCPs in their schools. 

Educational and Career Planning 

An important component of the delivery system in a 
CSCP is educational and career planning. School coun
selors are positioned to significantly influence st:udents' 
selection of acadernically rigorous programs that promote 
academic achievement, thus addressing the achi vement 
gap. However, school counselors historically have 
acquired the administrative duty of scheduling student 
classes, a responsibility that many still have tcday 
(Perusse, Goodnough, Donegan, & Jorres, 2004). This 
duty has little to do with academic and career plan
ning, and has placed school counselors in the position 
of administrative gatekeepers for rigorous academic 
classes (Hart & Jacobi, 1992). As gatekeepers, school 
counselors became responsible for assisting students in 
the selection of their academic track. These decisions 
were often based on performance in classes and on 
standardized tests, and test performance determined 
whether students were encouraged to enroll in either a 
vocational/noncollege or a precollege track. Research 
on educational choice suggests that students and their 
families often made choices about academic tracks 
with little tono information about the potential impli
cations of such a decision, and that a disproportion
ately large number of students of color and economically 
disadvantaged students were placed into noncollege 
tracks (Oakes & Lipton, 1990; Rosenbaum, 1976). 
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Consequently, students of color or economically disad
vantaged students were not afforded the opportunity 
nor encouraged to take more rigorous classes. 
Interestingly, research indica tes that rigorous academic 
course plans, particularly math classes, were better pre
dictors of student success in college than high school 
rank, GP A, or background variables such as economic 
status or ethnicity/race (Adelman, 1999). Additionally, 
completion of math courses was found to be particu
larly important to postsecondary success for African 
American and Latina/o students along with those from 
lower socioeconomic groups. Trusty (2004) and Trusty 
and Niles (2003 ) · also found a strong connection 
between students who took extensive math and science 
classes and postsecondary success. Furthermore, their 
research revealed the importance of school attendance, 
extracurricular involvement, and parent involvement. 
Unfortunately, the disproportionate placement of stu
dents of color and economically disadvantaged stu
dents into less rigorous academic coursework appears to 
continue to be present in high schools today (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2001a), perhaps a reason 
that students from these groups continue to struggle at 
the postsecondary level. The evidence appears com
pelling, then, that assisting students of color and of 
lower economic groups in selecting more challenging 
academic programs is one important method school 
counselors can use to close the achievement gap. 

To encourage selection of more rigorous academic 
programs, school counseling programs should develop 
a plan to systematically offer educational and career 
planning to all students as early as middle school, and 
readiness for educational and career planning should 
begin in elementary school through developmental guid
ance activities (Herr & Cramer, 1996). Many states now 
require that high school students have developed edu
cational plans in ninth grade and that these plans be 
reviewed periodically with_ school counselors and par
ents. For example, schools in Wisconsin that seek fed
eral money through Carl Perkins are required to have 
educational plans in place for all students. Educational 
and career planning services for students should include 
student appraisal, educational advising and counseling, 
and transition planning (ASCA, 2005). Additionally, 
workshops should be offered to parents to provide them 
with knowledge regarding postsecondary educational 
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and career options to support their child's decision mak
ing. In sum, school counselors should have organized 
services for educational and career planning that help 
students and their families make informed decisions 
about their coursework in both middle and high school. 

College Readiness 

To be work ready today, it is believed that students 
need, at a mínimum, 2 years of postsecondary educa
tion (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2003; Hecker, 2001). 
Furthermore, gro~th in careers that require post
secondary education degrees, particularly college and 
advanced degrees, is expected to rise in the foreseeable 
future (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2007). Relatedly, 
research on students' interest in attending college indi
cares that roughly 90% of students plan to go to 
college, but less than 40% actually meet the college eli
gibility requirements upon graduation from high 
school (Kirst & Braceo, 2004) and only 23% go on 
to receive a degree (American Council on Education, 
2002). Additionally, research also suggests that fewer 
than 12% of students who intend to apply to college 
are actually familiar with college admission require
ments (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2004). So, teachers 
often become a primary source of college information, 
but unfortunately, few teachers know accurate infor
mation on college admission requirements (Venezia 
et al., 2004 ). Further confounding the problems at the 
postsecondary level, national data indicate that large 
percentages of students seek remedia! education at 
2-year (63%) and 4-year (40%) institutions, but only 
34% of these students·who seek help go on to complete 
their 2- or 4-year degrees (U.S. Department of Education, 
2001a). Degree persistence is also a concern, as only 
50% of 2-year degree students and about 25o/o of 
4-year degree students persist beyond the first year of 
their programs. Such findings indicate that students are 
often not ready to attend college, and seek information 
from educational professionals who may not be well 
informed about important college readiness criteria. 
Furthermore, the statistics regarding college comple
tion rates are startling and highlight an important 
achievement gap between racial/ethnic groups that may 
be partially indicative of college readiness. For 
instance, college entrance rates for African American, 
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Latina/o, and White students have increased dramati
cally since 1971; however, as of 2006, White students 
were 88% more likely to complete a college education 
than African American students and 9 5% more likely 
than Latina/o students (Baum & Ma, 2007). The achieve
ment gap in college persistence and completion rates 
suggests that students and families from ethnic/racial 
and economically disadvantaged groups need college 
readiness preparation. 

As a goal related to closing the achievement gap, col
lege readiness preparation begins with educational and 
career planning processes; should address educational 
goal setting, career exploration, and selection of appro
priate middle and high school courses; and provide 
information regarding college admissions requírements,. 
financia! aid, arid campus life (Tierney, Corwin, & 
Colyar, 2005). This information should be repeated at 
severa! points through students' progression through 
middle and high school. Families should als~ ; be pro
vided with such information, because parents and 
guardians are particularly influential in students' post
secondary and career decision making (?vierchant, 
2004). As suggested earlier, the educational and career 
planning process should specifically address the impor
tance of taking rigorous academic coursewor.t· to pre
pare for college. For additional ideas regardü~g college 
readiness preparation, readers are directed to the College 
Counseling Sourcebook: Advice and . S trate~: :es From 
Experienced School Counselors (College Boai d, 2007). 

One group of students that may find college teadiness 
preparation particularly challenging is first-generation 
college students, and recent figures from the College 
Board (2007) suggest that 37% of the 2005 Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (SAT) cohort were first-generation col
lege students. Many different types of students can be 
identified as first generation, but the 2005 figures indi
cated that 46% of the first-generation SAT cohort were 
ethnic/racial minority students and that a large major
ity of this SA T cohort were also from economically dis· 
advantaged families. These first-generation s tudent~ 
are likely to have multiple needs with regard ro collegc 
readiness. Similar to all students, first-generation stu· 
dents need assistance with educational planning fo1 
college and ensuring that their academic program~ 
completed during high school meet college eligibilit) 
requirements. Their families should also be providec 
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such information through educational planning confer
ences and workshops designed to provide information 
and advice about college. First-generation students also 
may need additional academic assistance with regard 
to college readiness, for these students indicated inten
tions of seeking such assistance on college campuses. 
More specifically, 65% indicated the intention to seek 
academic assistance, 46 o/o wanted study skills assis
tance, 41 o/o intended to seek assistance with math, and 
33% wanted help with writing skills. These figures 
regarding intentions for help seeking on campus high
light important areas of intervention for school coun
selors, particularly with regard to time management, 
organizational skills, and study skills. School coun
selors could also support the educational concerns (i .e., 
math, writing) by encouraging selection of rigorous 
coursework in high school and by collaborating with 
teachers to offer tutoring to support skill development 
andan increased sense of self-efficacy regarding acade
mic abilities. These kinds of services will be essential to 
college readiness and persistence for first-gcneration 
students and their families. 

English Language Learners 

The current transformation of the professional school 
counselor's role must also include attention to tbe sig
nificant number of immigrants in U.S. schools and the 
many challenges they face (Bemak & Chung, 2003), 
for these students are particularly at risk of being aca
demically unsuccessful in school (Park-Taylor, Walsh 
& Ventura, 2007). For example, English Language 
Learner (ELL) students must contend with English lan
guage acquisition; lack of social support networks; 
raciallabeling; and, in sorne cases, posttraumatic stress 
disorder (Williams & Butler, 2003). Research also indi
cares that learning a new language can predispose an 
ELL student to anxiety and social isolation (Spomer & 
Cowen, 2001), which may be exacerbated by teachers 
who have little, if any, formalized training in addressing 
ELL students' needs (Bemak & Chung, 2003 ). School 
counselors potentially could be an important support 
for ELL students, but research suggests thar ELL stu
dents had little contact with school counselors, were 
unable to communicate with counselors in their native 
language, and generally felt isolated and disconnected 
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from the rest of the school (Clemente & Collison, 
2000). In addition to challenges at school, ELL stu
dents often face challenges at home. These students 
often acculturate more rapidly than their parents, which 
lead to conflicts as family roles change. Additionally, 
these students acquire English more rapidly than their 
parents, a position that leaves these students with little 
support and feeling further isolated as they seek to navi
gate the educational system (Bemak & Chung, 2003). 

Many states require ELL teachers to achieve and 
demonstrate cross-cultural competencies in education, 
but no such requirements exist for school counselors 
(1\1cCall-Perez, 2000; Sch~allie-Giddis, Anstrom, Sanchez, 
Sardi, & Granato, 2004 ). Furthermore, school counselors 
indicated feeling uncomfortable working with cultu
rally and linguistically diverse families and learning 
to navigate the cultural differences of ELL students 
( Schwallie-Giddis et al., 2004). Additionally, translators 
often are not available to assist, further compounding 
school counselors' frustration in communicating with 
ELL students and their families (Schwallie-Giddis et al., 
2004) . Unfortunately, ELL students are less likely to 
seek out assistance from counselors than English-speaking 
students (M.ontgomery, Roberts, & Growe, 2003 ), 
even though ELL students have higher needs for school 
counselor support and services (McCall-Perez, 2000). 
If school counselors are to be effective in reaching ELL 
swdents, they should promote cooperative small group 
le rning, coordinare study skills training, build aclimate 
of respect for cultural diversity, and focus on student 
strengths rather than lack of English proficiency (Bemak 
& Chung, 2003). School counselors should seek profes
síonal development opportunities related to working 
with ELL students (Williams & Butler, 2003 ). 
Interestingly, when school counselors are prepared to 
work with ELL students, the students show an increase 
in English literacy, improvement in mastery of academic 
content, and better transitions in schools, particularly 
postsecondary transitions. (McCall-Perez, 2000). 

School Climate and Safety 

In the wake of severa! school shootings and other 
violence, there has been an increased emphasis placed 
on school safety and school climate (Crepeau-Hobson, 
Filaccio, & Gottfried, 2005). This concern is valid 
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according to a recent survey of more than 80;000 
schools that found that 96% of high schools reported 
violent crimes (i.e., rape, sexual battery, physical attack 
with or without a weapon) from 2003 to 2004 (Guerino, 
Hurwitz, Noonan, & Kaffenberger, 2006); 94o/o of mid
dle schools and 7 4% of elementary schools also reported 
violent crimes. In addition to criminal violence, bullying 
is one of the most common forms of student aggression 
in schools (Oliver, Hoover, & Hazler, 1994; Whitted & 
Dupper, 2005). Bullying includes verbal and physical 
harassment, isolationism, and cyberbullying (Strom & 
Strom, 2005). Alarmingly, 42% of middle school students 
reported being a victim of weekly bullying ( Guerino et al., 
2006), and to a lesser degree, high school students 
(21 o/o) and elementary school students (24%) also 
reported weekly bullying. Furthermore, two thirds of the 
students surveyed nationally reported they were verbally 
or physically harassed or assaulted during the past year 
because of their perceived or actual appearance, gender, 
sexual orientation, gender expression, socioeconomic 
status, race/ethnicity, disability, or religion (Gay, 
Lesbian, and Straight Education Network, 2005). 

Such violence in schools can negatively affect normal 
development in students (Becker & Luthar, 2002), and 
students who do not feel safe in school are more likely 
to experience depression (Loukas & Robinson, 2004) 
and decreased self-esteem and self-efficacy (Kuperminc, 
Leadbeater, & Blatt, 2001). In addition to the psycho
logical and social implications of school climate and 
school safety, school environment (e.g., perceived 
cohesion) and perceived safety are directly related to 
student academic achievement (Kosciw, 2004; McEvoy 
& Welker, 2000). Bullying and harassment threaten 
student perceptions of school as a safe place, which ere
ates an aversive environment and disrupts learning in all 
areas (Newman-Carlson & Horne, 2004 ). Conversely, 
students who ha ve a sense of community and belonging 
to school experience showed increased levels of engage
ment and academic performance (Loukas & Robinson, 
2004 ). Clearly, addressing student safety is important to 
academic achievement and quite possibly closing the 
achievement gap. 

School counselors are in a unique position to improve 
students' feelings of safety at school (Fontes, 2003). For 
example, school counselors use developmental guid
ance and small group activities that address conflict 
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resolution strategies (Flannery et al., 2003 ), and social 
skills training (Moote, Smythe, & Woodarski , 1999). 
Many bullying and violence prevention programs (e.g., 
Frey et al., 2005; Grossman et al., 1997; H irschstein, 
Edstrom, Frey, Snell, & MacKenzie, 2007; Olweus, 
2001) were found to be effective in reducing the impact 
of school violence and decreasing the number of discipli
nary problems (see Nation, 2007, for an overview of 
these programs). Other researchers debate the impact 
that these programs have on actual bullying bchaviors 
but have discovered that these programs enhance 
teachers' knowledge and efficacy regarding interven
tion and enhance student social competence, self-esteem, 
and peer acceptance (Merrell, Gueldner, Ross, Y Isava, 
2008). Additionally, school counselors can serve as train- . 
ers and consultants for teachers, parents, and staff 
(Lickona, Schaps, & Lewis, 2003; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2007), which may include diversi ty educa
tion, social justice education, and problem 'olving. 
Finally, school counselors should contribute to the devel
opment of school policies and procedures that can 
improve the safety of the entire school (Fontes, 2003 ). 

Multidisciplinary Collaboration 

To address all of the concerns above that are impor
tant to closing the achievement gap, school counselors 
must think of themselves as a part of a multidisci plinary 
collaboration team within the school. For instance, career 
exploration and development can and should be a coor
dinated school effort. To illustrate, one high school in the 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, area requires students to write an 
extensive English paper on a job-shadowing experience 
that examines roles and responsibilities regarding a career 
area, likes and dislikes about the job, necessary academic 
and professional preparation, and labor market projec
tions for future employment. These papers are then used 
in collaboration with junior and senior year educational 
planning during sophomore conferences. This example 
illustrates how an academic assignment can address an 
important area of career development and represents 
collaboration between the English department and the 
school counseling program to achieve this goal. Although 
there are many areas of potential collaboration, one 
important area to consider may be the students who 
come to school struggling with mental health concerns. 
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For exampl~, it is estimated that 20% of children and 
adolescents experience a mild to moderare mental health 
concern, and serious mental health concerns hover 
around 5o/o (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2000). Theorists have suggested that student ser
vice professionals (e.g. , school counselors, social workers, 
psychologists, nurses) should collaborate to address the 
mental health concerns in schools (Adelman & Taylor, 
2000). Identifying areas for collaboration between these 
professional groups could improve services where 
needed. One mechanism for encouraging collaboration 
would be through the development of an advisory coun
cil {ASCA, 2005). The advisory council reviews CSCP 
goals, interventions, and program outcomes, and ideally 
would provide assistance in program development and 
offer recommendations for program improvement. 
Closing the achievement gap would be enhanced through 
these types of collaborative efforts. 

EMERGING ISSUES FOR 
SCHOOL COUNSELOR TRAINING 

If school counselors are to contribute effectively to 

closing the achievement gap, graduare programs must 
change the training of future professionals. At the foun-· 
dation of this change is the importance of mu!ticultural 
competency, and many concur that school counseim·s 
must be capable of providing services that are sensitive 
to and appropriate for students fro m diverse cultural 
backgrounds (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Lee, 2. 001; 
Pedersen & Carey, 2003). However, graduare program 
must address more than cultural sensitivity training and 
help school counseling graduares develop specific skills 
to intervene. As addressed earlier, this approach requires 
that graduare training programs teach student advocacy, 
systemic change, prevention, and data-driven and accoun
tability practices, with social justice as the philosophical 
heart and soul of the program. The next section provides 
a synthesis of important concerns or trends in the train
ing· of future school counselors and offers potential 
resources for making such changes. 

School Counseling for All Students 

Future school counselors should be prepared to 
develop programs that focus on the whole school and 
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provide services to all students (Gysbers & Henderson, 
2000; Hart & Jacobi, 1992; House & Sears, 2002; 
Martín, 2002) . Furthermore, closing the achievement 
gap will require that graduares be trained to provide 
comprehensive and prevention-based services that are 
developed and informed by data specific to schools. 
CSCP models (e.g., ASCA, 2005; Gysbers & Henderson, 
2000) offer the most promising approach to achieving 
these goals, and school counseling training should pre
pare students with the attitudes, knowledge, and skills 
to implement programs that meet the needs of individ
ual students while also addressing important school di
mate concerns ( Burkard~ Holtz, Martinez, Alexander, 
& Hyatt, 2008; Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Lee, 2001). 
Graduate programs seeking to align their training 
with this approach should review Education Trust 
program guidelines (see www2.edtrust.org/EdTrust/ 
Transformi ng+Sch o ol+Counseling/ current.htm). 
Additionally, ASCA (2008) recently published the School 
Counselor Competencies~ which are an important 
resource to graduate programs in developing program 
curricula and refining school counselor training. These 
com petencies align with the Council for Accreditation 
of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP) standards for school counseling programs, 
and will be an important asset in advancing training for 
school counseling students. Finally, to implement CSCPs, 
school counselors will need strong leadership skills. As 
such, graduare programs will need to provide leader
~hip training, particularly focusing on the politics of 
education, currículum development, and school man
agement and finance concerns. 

Postsecondary Counseling 

There is a great deal of consensus among educa
tional leaders that graduare programs in school coun
seling must teach postsecondary counseling skills if 
they are to assist in closÍI~g the achievement gap (Kirst 
& Venezia, 2004; Martín & Lee, 2007; Portes, 2005; 
Tierney et al., 2005). A recent report by the Joyce Ivey 
Foundation (2008), however, identified few graduare 
programs in school counseling that offered such prepara
tion. At this time, few resources are available to assist 
in preparing school counseling graduare students for post
secondary counseling (Martín & Lee, 2007). Graduare 
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programs will want to familiarize themselves -with 
College Board (2007) resources and the college coun
seling competencies developed by the National Asso
ciation of College Admission Counselors (NACAC, 
2000). Additionally, NOSCA (Martín & Lee, 2007) is 
currently planning to develop a graduate currículum 
for postsecondary counseling and eventually hopes to 
publish a text in this important area. For the foresee
able future, training programs should expect postsec
ondary decision making, and postsecondary trartsitions 
will be important to school counseling program plan
ning and to the development of school improvement 
goals related to closing the achievement gap. Given this 
emerging emphasis on PK-16 education, graduate pro
grams in school counseling should develop curricula 
that support skill development in this important area. 

School Safety and Climate 

Students, parents, and our communities are demand
ing that our schools be safe, and school counseling 
graduares need to be prepared to address school 
climate and safety concerns. Safe schools that have 
positive learning environments would seem to be 
essential to addressing any existing achievement ga ps. 
Important school climate and safety concerns include 
violence, discrimination, bullying and harassment, and 
gang activity (Fontes, 2003). Little research is avail
able on graduates' preparedness to address such con
cerns in schools, although one recent investigation of 
racial conflicts and harassment suggests that school 
counselors feel ill prepared to address such concerns 
(Burkard et al., 2008), It is recommended that gradu
ate programs address assess.I?-ent, intervention, and 
prevention of violence in schools. For example, gradu
are programs should familiarize trainees with early 
warning signs of violence, prevention and intervention 
strategies, and crisis response. Trainees should also 
be taught to integrare prevention strategies into their 
CSCP through the guidance currículum, and these pro
grams need to address topics such as communication 
and decision-making skills, acceptance and apprecia
tion of differences, and conflict resolution skills. Finally, 
trainees need to develop leadership skills with regard 
to school safety and climate, specifically learning how 
to contribute to the development of school and district 
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policies that promote positive learning environments 
for all students. 

Evidence-Based Practice 

Although we have focused on the necessity of clos
ing the achievement gap as a social justice concern for 
school counselors, it should also be stated that this 
focus is a federal mandare. In January 2002, the No 
Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Departmenr of Education, 
2001b) was signed into federallaw. NCLB mandares 
regular testing, provides sancrions for schools that do 
not provide evidence that students are learniug, and 
requires schools to demonsrrate rhat they are making 
progress toward closing the achievement gap ~1etween 

academically high- and low-performing students. 
Additionally, educational pracrices and interventions in 
schools need to be validated empirically. Thes ~ criteria 
require that school counselors develop strong skills in 
program evaluation and school accountabiliry practices. 
Graduare programs typically require research and/or 
sratisrics classes as core requirements, and CACREP, 
the primary accrediting body for school co _mseling 
programs, has also established clear standard:~ regard
ing research training for school counselors (www.cacrep 
.org/2001Standards.html). Despite these requircments, 
many school counselors have low self-efficacy beliefs 
regarding their research skills (Astramovich, Coker, & 
Hoskins, 2005), and accounrability compon~nts are 
usually the leasr developed aspecrs of a CSCP (Burkard, 
Gillen, & Martinez, 2008). Furthermore, 75% of school 
counseling graduares recently indicated that they needed 
more training in evaluation and accounrabiliry practice 
(Astramovich et al., 2005). Graduate training programs, 
then, need to provide training regarding en pirically 
based school counseling pracrices (Dimmitt, Carey, & 
Hatch, 2007). Several models currently exist that offer 
guidelines for inregrating data-based decision making 
in school counseling programs (see Dimmi :e et al., 
2007; Isaacs, 2003; Kaffenberger & Young, 2007; 
Poynton & Carey, 2006; Reynolds & Hine , 2001; 
Stone & Dahir, 2007). These models could easily be 
integrated into research courses. Additionally, it is 
generally recognized thar such rraining should address 
needs assessmenr, evaluation of ourcome research, inter
vention evaluation, and overall program evaluation. 
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Finally, training programs should introduce students to 
the National Center for School Counseling Outcome 
Research as an important resource in promoting 
accountability practice in school counseling programs. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In reflecting on this chapter and its content, one may 
wonder if much has changed in school counseling since 
Sciarra's (2001) chapter in the second edition of the 
Handbook of Multicultural Counseling. For instance, 
the role of school counselors remains a concern, the 
Education Trust continues to address the transforming 
school counseling initiative, the achievement gap remains 
a focus, and postsecondary success and preparation are 
also of concern to the field. We would argue that much 
has changed. Social justice and closing the achievement 
gap have moved from being a marginal focus for school 
counselors to the primary focus. Although some may 
continue to argue that school counselors should be the 
mental health experts in schools, ASCA and Education 
Trust continue to work toward redefining scbool coun
selor roles and encouraging their development as educa
cional leaders in the development of a con1prehensive 
school counseling program that is integral to addressing 
student achievement. This perspective does not abandon 
the mental health concerns of students; rather, it sharpens 
the focus of school counseling by encouraging a true 
prevention-based model of practice with the intem of 
influencing all students' academic achievement. Similarly, 
college readiness and preparation counseling are also 
coming into focus, particularly as the field moves from a 
PK-12 view toward a PK-16 perspective. Consequently, 
school counselors are making progress in redefining their 
professional roles as student advocates and leaders who 
promote and develop opportunities for all students to 
attain high academic achievement. 
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