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A Review of Research on the Effectiveness of School Counseling 
Programs and Interventions 
 
School counseling as a profession lacks sufficient, relevant research into the effectiveness of its 
interventions based on multiple reviews of school counseling programs by researchers across 
the country. A 2018 study by Zyromski, Dimmitt, Mariani, & Griffith states that there is “a 
continued dearth of intervention research in the field of school counseling.” 
 
Brief summaries of three recent research studies further illustrates this point. 
 
Study 1.  
In 2017, Villares and Dimmitt completed and published a research study that updated an earlier 
Delphi analysis identifying research priorities for school counseling.1 The table below 
summarizes the highest ranking school counseling research priorities for the field. 
 
Highest Ranked Research Priorities 
SC program‐level factors—
impact on student outcomes 

What are the impacts of using the ASCA National 
Model or not using the ASCA National Model? 

1 

SC delivery of services What are the best practices related to the use of 
evidence‐based interventions and practices? 

2 

SC partnerships, collaboration, 
community, and family 
involvement 

What are the best practices for SC interventions that 
improve social justice, equity, advocacy, and closing 
student achievement gaps? 

2 

SC program‐level factors—
impact on student outcomes 

What are the impacts of using evidence‐based 
practices? 

2 

Accountability What are the best practices related to program 
evaluation? 

3 

     
Study 2.  
A more recent meta‐analysis, presented at the 2019 Evidence‐Based School Counseling 
Conference, investigated the impact of school counselor‐led interventions on K‐12 student 
academic, social‐emotional and career outcomes and the ASCA model.2  
 
Overall, researchers identified 50 studies combining all variables for school counselor-led 
interventions which showed a positive effect on students (Hedges’ g ES = .216‐[small]).  In 
examining the effectiveness of school counseling programs that follow the ASCA National 
Model at increasing K‐12 students’ academic achievement, career and social‐emotional 
development, and college readiness (as compared to students who do not participate in an 

                                                 
1 Updating the School Counseling Research Agenda: A Delphi Study, Villares, Dimmitt, Counselor Education & 
Supervision (2017) 
2 Meta‐Analysis of School Counseling Outcome Research, Villares, Elizabeth, Dimmitt, Carey (unpublished) 
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ASCA National model program), researchers were able to identify only two studies that met 
the inclusion criteria. 
 
Study 3.  
A third study from 2012 sheds light on two key obstacles to increasing the quality and quantity 
of school counseling program research. One obstacle is that many school counselors feel 
counseling research does not influence or impact the day to day realities they face with 
students. Research is not considered relevant or practical. The other challenge is school 
counselors’ lack of perceived skills to gather and use data. 3 
 
This quote from the research study summarizes these findings: “School counseling leaders have 
called for school counselors to be involved in practitioner research—research conducted by 
school counselors for school counselors—throughout the history of the profession…School 
counseling practitioners have said that they do not see the value of research because it does 
not address issues that are relevant to practice, nor do they have the training or time to 
conduct their own research or even read the research of others. And school counselors 
reported on a recent survey that while they understand the importance of using data, they lack 
the skills to design inquiries that require data collection and apply data to decision making at 
their sites.” 
 
 
Evidence‐Based Practices in School Counseling 
What does effective, evidence‐based practice look like in the school counseling profession? 
Evidence‐based practice, or EBP, reflects a three step process of: 

• using data to determine needs 
• identifying research‐supported interventions or practices that can be implemented to 

address the previously determined needs  
• evaluating whether the implemented interventions were effective4  

 
Key Tenet 1 
The initial component of EBP in school counseling is using data to drive decision‐making.   
Research indicates that the use of data in school counseling programs results in better student 
outcomes and increased stakeholder support.  Scholars have reviewed approaches to making 
data‐driven decisions regarding school counseling practices and have explored the dispositions 
and beliefs of school counselors who use data to make decisions in their programs.  Translating 
and conveying this information to practicing school counselors is a continual process. 
 
 

                                                 
3 A Call for School Counseling Practitioner Research, Carol J. Kaffenberger, Ph.D., A Call for School Counseling 
Practitioner Research, Vol 16, 1, Professional School Counseling, 2012 
 
4 Evidence‐Based School Counseling: Models for Integrated Practice and School Counselor Education 
Zyromski, B., Dimmitt, C., Mariani, M., & Griffith, C. (2018) 
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Key Tenet 2 
The second component of EBP is finding, creating and implementing evidence‐based school 
counseling interventions. In school counseling, evidence‐based interventions can be used as 
counseling approaches, classroom curricula, and school‐wide programs.  This has been a more 
recent emphasis of the profession, with multiple calls for additional school counseling 
intervention research that can inform practice.  As a result of the lack of research, school 
counselors either create unique interventions that may or may not be effective, or use 
evidence‐based interventions from related fields such as education, educational psychology, 
psychology, mental health counseling, or social work. 
   
The most well-researched intervention pertaining to school counseling is a program called 
Student Success Skills.  Researchers have analyzed the SSS curriculum in multiple well‐designed 
outcome studies and found that it positively impacts social skills, students’ feelings of 
connectedness, executive functioning and self‐regulation, and academic achievement. 
 
Key Tenet 3 
The third component of EBP is an evaluation of student outcomes. This emphasis has been a 
part of the profession from the 1920s to the present day, with authors in recent decades 
focusing on school counselors’ capacity for evaluating the impact of their work to illustrate 
accountability. Previous research has shown that school counselors have a high level of interest 
in program evaluation but report varying levels of related skills. 
 
School counselors involved in a mentoring program reported higher program evaluation skills 
and confidence than a general sample of school counselors working in a large school district.  
School counselors who had participated in professional development training in evaluation 
within the previous 12 months reported higher interest, skill level, and confidence in their 
ability to evaluate outcomes. 
 
School counselors can benefit from learning and applying the cycle of EBP into their school 
counseling programs. For example, school counselors can form EBP-focused data teams, which 
focus on (a) gathering school‐wide academic, postsecondary, and social/emotional data to 
highlight student needs; (b) identifying appropriate and rigorous intervention options based on 
specific and measurable goals; and (c) evaluating the short‐ and long‐term impact of 
interventions on student outcomes. Practitioners can regularly share the work of the data team 
with stakeholders; impact data (e.g., achievement data, attendance, behavior referrals) in 
particular can be effective in advocacy efforts and in emphasizing the role of school counselors 
in facilitating student success. 
 
School counselors who use evidence-based interventions can be much more confident that the 
time and energy spent implementing a curriculum or a group is worthwhile.  Although 
sometimes creating unique materials is necessary due to contextual factors or resource 
constraints, well‐developed interventions with evidence of efficacy increasingly already exist. 
School counselors can then evaluate the impact of their school counseling interventions. 
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What’s Effective According to the Research 
Comprehensive Counseling Models  
 
The two research studies summarized below provide a snapshot of the most current research 
around the effectiveness of comprehensive school counseling models.  
 
Study 1.  
Carey and Dimmitt (2012) completed a meta‐analysis of six statewide research studies on the 
effectiveness of comprehensive counseling models using a variety of designs, instrumentation, 
and measures.5  The research studies from Utah, Nebraska, Missouri, Connecticut, Wisconsin 
and Rhode Island shed light on important questions related to effective practice in the field of 
school counseling.  They provide valuable evidence of the relationship between positive 
student educational outcomes and school counseling program organization, student‐to‐school‐
counselor ratios, counselor time use, and specific school counseling activities. 
 
Table 1 summarizes the implications of these six statewide studies for practice at the counselor, 
school, district, state, and national policy levels. This table also includes implications for school 
counselor education. 
 
For school counselor practice on a day‐to‐day level, these studies have unambiguous findings 
about how counselors should spend their energy and time to, 1) make sure that a coordinated 
program is in place, and to 2) provide important direct services to students and their families 
through career education, college and career counseling services, academic supports, parent 
communication, and the use of data to plan and improve services. 
 
At the school and district level, these studies found that it matters which services school 
counselors are providing for students, and also how many counselors are providing those 
services.   
 
All six studies showed clear and consistent evidence that a coordinated, comprehensive 
guidance program such as the ASCA National Model is correlated with several crucial positive 
student outcomes. These studies also consistently found significant correlations between 
student-to-school-counselor ratios and student outcomes.  
 
Overall, the research provides a clear imperative for all students to receive state-of-the-art, 
21st-century college and career counseling services from qualified, professional school 
counselors. 
 

                                                 
5 School Counseling and Student Outcomes: Summary of Six Statewide Studies, Carey, J., & Dimmitt, C. (2012) 
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Study 2. 
A study conducted by Wilkerson, Pérusse and Hughes in 2013, compared the school‐wide 
Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) results in Indiana schools earning the Recognized ASCA Model 
Program (RAMP) designation (n = 75) with a sample of control schools stratified by level and 
locale (n = 226).6  Indiana K‐12 schools earning the RAMP designation in 2007, 2008, and 2009 
comprise the experimental group.  
 
The findings indicate that school‐wide proficiency rates in English/Language Arts and 
Mathematics are significantly higher in RAMP designated elementary schools compared to 
elementary school controls. Four‐year longitudinal results indicate a significant positive 
difference between RAMP‐designated elementary schools and comparison schools in 
Mathematics proficiency.  
 
Though the findings are limited, they provide significant evidence of the impact of 
comprehensive, data-driven, accountable school counseling programs at the elementary level 
and suggest further research is needed at the middle and secondary levels. 

 

                                                 
6 Comprehensive School Counseling Programs and Student Achievement Outcomes: A Comparative Analysis of 
RAMP versus Non‐RAMP Schools, Wilkerson, K., Pérusse, R., & Hughes, A. (2013) 
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What’s Effective According to the Research 
Student to Counselor Ratios 
 
Two recent studies examining the impact of student to counselor ratios on student success 
have shown mixed results with few significant, positive correlations. 
 
Study 1.  
Beginning last year and with funding from ASCA, researchers Akos, Domina, and Bastian, sought 
to understand more about the relationship between school counselor ratios and student 
outcomes. Data was provided by the Department of Public Instruction in North Carolina which 
partnered with the Educational Policy Initiative at Carolina at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill to conduct the analyses.7  
 
Results of the study show that the quantity and quality of school counseling resources in 
elementary and middle schools in North Carolina does impact student outcomes. The 
relationship of school counselor ratio to student outcomes showed positive, but mixed results.  
 
What researchers found is that an increased quantity of school counselor resources (especially 
a lower student to school counselor ratio) has a statistically significant relationship for certain 
outcomes and for specific school levels and student populations.  Similarly, the relationship 
between student outcomes and the quality of school counseling resources reflected by the 
RAMP designation also demonstrated small and specific positive associations.  
 
Significant relationships include the following:  
 End of Grade Achievement Test Scores: A statistically significant positive relationship 

was found between end of grade achievement test scores in mathematics and school 
counselor ratios. Specifically, these relationships are positive for White students in 
elementary and middle school, Black students in middle school, and students who are 
not categorized in a lower socio‐economic status (not on free or reduced lunch). While 
the findings are statistically significant, they are miniscule and associated with less than 
1% of the variance in student test scores.  

 Course Grades: Only students who were not identified in a lower socio‐economic status 
in middle school demonstrated a positive significant relationship between school 
counselor resources and course grades, whereas data demonstrate a significant but 
negative relationship between school counselor resources to course grades in the 
transition to middle school. It appears that counselor resources generally do not buffer 
the traditional grade decline during transitions across school levels. 

 School Absences: Overall, there is a negative relationship between school counselor 
resources and student absences (fewer student absences with increased school 
counselor resources). Similar to the engagement data with course grades, school 

                                                 
7 2017 ASCA Grants Project: The School Counselor Ratio and Student Success, Patrick Akos, Thurston Domina, 
Kevin Bastian, (2018), https://scale‐research.org/article/4869  
 

https://scale-research.org/article/4869
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counselor resources do not appear potent enough to buffer the typical decline in school 
engagement, especially those due to being absent, in the transition to middle school. 

 
Study 2. 
A newer, ongoing study in Connecticut and New York, by Parzych, Donohue, and Gaesser relies 
on a correlational study.8 The work replicates an analysis completed by investigators in Indiana, 
which posits that student to school counselor ratios of no more than 250:1 are optimal for 
meaningful student outcomes.  
 
Investigators are examining the impact of ratios on attendance, achievement, suspension rates, 
graduation rates, and college entrance rates. The study goes further by adding a qualitative 
component to the quantitative analysis, in order to capture students’ perceived needs based on 
resources available in their communities (city, suburban, rural/town).  Socio‐economic status is 
also included. 
  
Preliminary findings from Connecticut quantitative analysis indicate there is not as clearly 
correlated a relationship between student outcomes and ratios.  Investigators are still 
completing data collection and analysis with New York public schools.   
 
 
What’s Effective According to the Research 
A Summary of Effective and Discredited Interventions 
 
Identifying what evidence‐based practices are NOT effective may be as important as finding 
activities that are.  
 
Of interest are school counseling interventions that have mixed results, including school‐based 
suicide prevention programs and school‐based bullying prevention programs, and the 
discredited intervention of grade retention for remediating academic difficulties, all of which 
school counselors are called upon to support and/or deliver. 
 
Table 2, on the following page, summarizes the results of a 2017 study of effective and 
discredited counseling interventions. The study summarizes “…treatments that have been 
reliably debunked in the literature, that overlap with similar surveys in clinical and counseling 
psychology, and that have relevance to a school psychologist…(and) evidence‐based techniques 
that represents those empirically supported treatments with a high level of scientific rigor.9”   

                                                 
8 2017 ASCA Grants Project: A Study to Measure the Impact of School Counselor Ratios on Student Outcomes 
Jennifer Parzych, Peg Donohue, Amy Gaesser (2018). https://scale‐research.org/article/4873 
 
9 Broadening Our Understanding of Evidence‐Based Practice: Effective and Discredited Interventions, Zaboski, B., 
Schrack, A., Joyce‐Beaulieu, D., & MacInnes, J. (2017) 
 

https://scale-research.org/article/4873
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Evidence-Based Practices 
Collected on the following pages are multiple tables that summarize effective school counseling 
strategies based on the research.  Broad‐based prevention and implementation programs are 
highlighted first, followed by sets of evidence‐based practices (EBPs) based on elementary, 
middle and high school delineations of:   
 Program Design 
 Implementation Support 
 Effectiveness Evidence. 

 
Additional information is added regarding College Readiness.  We hope you will find these 
resources to be helpful when designing, implementing or reviewing school counselor programs.



Evidence‐Based Prevention Programs  
 

Program Name 
Academic 

Achievement 

Conduct/ 
Problem 

Behaviors 

Favorable 
Attitudes 
Toward 
Problem 
Behavior 

Improving 
Commitment 

to School 

Improving 
Mental 
Health 

Improving 
School 

Attendance 

Interaction 
with Friends 
Involved in 
Substance 

Use 

Perceived 
Risk of 

Substance 
Use 

Rewards for 
Prosocial 

Involvement 
at School 

Self-
Control 

Social 
Skills 

Substance 
Use 

Ages  
0-5 

Ages  
6-12 

Ages  
13-17 

Ages  
18-25 

Achievement 
Mentoring X X    X      X  X X  

Al's Pals 
 X   X     X X  X X   

Athletes Training 
and Learning to 
Avoid Steroids 
(ATLAS) 

       X    X   X X 

Building Skills 
Grade 5  X   X     X X      
Conscious 
Discipline X          X  X X   

Coping Power 
 X X X   X  X  X  X X   

Curriculum Based 
Support Group  X X     X     X X X  

Footprints for Life 
         X X   X   

Good Behavior 
Game X X  X X       X  X   
Hip‐Hop 2 
Prevent 
Substance Abuse 
and HIV 

  X     X      X X  

Incredible Years ‐ 
Child Treatment 
(and Teacher 
Classroom 
Management) 

X X  X     X  X  X X   

LifeSkills Training 
 X X  X   X    X  X X  
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Positive Action X X  X X X     X X X X X  

Project Alert 
  X    X X    X  X X  

Project SUCCESS 
      X  X   X  X X X 

Project Towards 
No Drug Abuse  X        X  X   X  
Promoting 
Alternative 
Thinking 
Strategies 
(PATHS) 

X X  X X      X  X X   

Reconnecting 
Youth X    X X      X   X X 

Ripple Effects X    X X     X   X X  
Second Step 
Elementary 
School Program  X   X     X X   X   

Second Step: 
Student Success 
Through 
Prevention 
Middle School 
Program 

 X         X   X   

SPORT Prevention 
Plus Wellness   X X   X     X   X  
Too Good for 
Violence K‐5  X        X X  X X X  

Unique You 
  X  X   X  X X   X   

Youth Message 
Development   X     X    X  X X  
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Implementation Frameworks  
 

Program Name Target Age Range Number of Sessions Length of Sessions Frequency of Sessions 
Achievement Mentoring  12 – 14 years old All year, for two years 40 minutes Weekly 
Al’s Pals: Kids Making Healthy Choices  3 – 8 years old 46 lessons 10‐15 minutes Twice weekly 
Athletes Training and Learning to Avoid 
Steroids (ATLAS)   

15 – 18 years old, 
males 

10 sessions + 3 exercise‐training 
sessions 

45 minutes + Throughout the season (on 
light days) 

Building Skills Grade 5  10 – 11 years old 12 sessions 60 minutes Weekly 
Conscious Discipline  5 – 11 years old 

(primarily) 
N/A (behavior expectations are 
incorporated into school day 
activities) 

Incorporated into daily activity Every day 

Coping Power  5 – 11 years old 
(universal 
adaptation) 

24 sessions 50 minutes Weekly 

Curriculum Based Support Group 4 – 17 years old 10 sessions (12 sessions if an 
indicated population) 

60 minutes Weekly or Twice weekly 

Footprints for Life 7 – 9 years old 6 sessions 40 minutes Weekly 
Good Behavior Game  5 – 11 years old N/A (behavior expectations are 

incorporated into school day 
activities) 

10 minutes at beginning; 
Increased length as program 
goes on 

Starts at three times/week; 
increases to daily 

Hip‐Hop 2 Prevent Substance Abuse and 
HIV 

12 – 16 years old 10 modules 120 minutes First four modules 
delivered no less than 
weekly + Remaining 
modules in a 3‐day retreat 

Incredible Years (Child, Parent, and Teacher 
Classroom Management) 

3 – 8 years old 18 – 19 sessions 120 minutes Weekly 

LifeSkills Training Elementary 8 – 12 years old 8 sessions per grade 30‐45 minutes Weekly (or 2‐3 times/week) 

LifeSkills Training Middle School 11 – 14 years old 15 sessions Core + 10 boosters + 
5 boosters 

30‐45 minutes Weekly (or 2‐3 times/week) 

Positive Action Elementary 5 – 11 years old 140 lessons 15 – 20 minutes 2‐4 times/week 
Positive Action Middle School 12 – 13 years old 82 lessons 15 – 20 minutes 2‐4 times/week 
Project Alert  12 – 13 years old 11 lessons first year + 3 lessons 

second year 
45 – 50 minutes Weekly 
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Project SUCCESS   12 – 18 years old 8 sessions + schoolwide activities 
+ parent program + individual & 
group counseling 

40‐minute sessions, schoolwide 
activities occur throughout the 
month 

Twice a week (can do 
weekly or 8 consecutive 
days) 

Project Towards No Drug Abuse  15 – 18 years old 12 sessions 40 minutes Over three week period 
(i.e., 4 times/week) 

Promoting Alternative Thinking Programs 
(PATHS) 

5 – 12 years old 
(different package 
for different grades) 

44 lessons (Pre‐K & K) 
52 lessons Grade 1 
50 lessons Grade 2 
42 lessons Grade 3 
40 lessons Grade 4 
36 lessons Grade 5/6 

20 – 30 minutes 2‐3 times/week 

Reconnecting Youth  14 – 19 years old 75 lessons 50‐55 minutes (needs to follow 
course schedule, so time 
modification is allowed) 

For‐credit semester‐long 
course 

Ripple Effects Elementary 7 – 10 years old 150 topics 45 minutes Twice weekly, throughout 
the year 

Ripple Effects Middle School 11 – 15 years old 400 topics   
Second Step Elementary School Program  5 – 11 years old 23 lessons Kindergarten 

22 lessons in each Grades 1‐5 
20 – 40 minutes Weekly 

Second Step: Student Success Through 
Prevention Middle School Program  

11 – 14 years old 15 lessons Grade 6 
13 lessons in each Grade 7‐8 

50 minutes per lesson (at once, 
or divided in half) 

Weekly or Twice Weekly 
(depending on time length) 

SPORT Prevention Plus Wellness  15 – 18 years old Health behavior screen + one‐
on‐one consultation 

30 – 45 minutes One time 

Too Good for Violence K‐5 5 – 11 years old 7 lessons Kindergarten, Grade 1‐
3 
10 sessions Grade 4‐5 

30 minutes Kindergarten 
45‐50 minutes Grade 1 
30‐60 minutes Grade 2/3 
50 minutes Grade 4‐5 

Weekly 

Unique YOU  8 – 11 years old 8 sessions 45 – 60 minutes Weekly 
Youth Message Development  13 – 15 years old 4 lessons 20 – 25 minutes  Preferred weekly (can do 

more intensive) 
 

Resources: 
 Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development, https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/  
 Evidence-Based Practices Resource Center (formerly National Registry of Evidence based Programs and Practices (NREPP)) 
 SAMSHA Resource Center  https://www.samhsa.gov/ebp-resource-center  
 CASEL Social Emotional Learning Resources 

https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/
https://www.samhsa.gov/ebp-resource-center
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Program Design and Implementation Support ‐ Elementary10  
 

 

                                                 
10 2013 CASEL Guide: Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programs – Preschool and Elementary School Edition 
   2015 CASEL Guide: Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programs – Middle and High School Edition  https://casel.org/ 
 

https://casel.org/
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Evidence of Effectiveness ‐ Elementary 
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Program Design – Middle School 
 

 
 
Implementation Support – Middle School 
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Evidence of Effectiveness – Middle School 
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Program Design – High School 
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Implementation Support – High School 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



26 
 

College Readiness11 
 

 
 
 
Recommendation 4 (Moderate Evidence): Engage and assist students in completing critical steps for college entry. 

1. Ensure students prepare for, and take, the appropriate college entrance or admissions exam early.   
2. Assist students in their college search.  
3. Coordinate college visits.   
4. Assist students in completing college applications. 

 
Recommendation 5 (Moderate Evidence): Increase families’ financial awareness, and help students apply for financial aid. 

1. Organize workshops for parents and students to inform them prior to 12th grade about college affordability, scholarship 
and aid sources, and financial aid processes. 
2. Help students and parents complete financial aid forms prior to eligibility deadlines. 

 
 

                                                 
11 Helping Students Navigate the Path to College: What High Schools Can Do/Practice Guide, What Works Clearinghouse, 2009, https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/  
 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/

