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The school counseling profession has been going through a transformation for several years now. In this era of reform, greater emphasis is being placed on making school personnel accountable for bringing all students to high levels of academic performance. All school personnel and educational policy makers are responsible for establishing responsive policies and initiating new strategies to enhance student success and learning (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007). It is now apparent that school counselors must add a workable accountability skill set to their daily practice in order for their school improvement leadership activities to be sustainable over time (Sink, 2009). Coupled with this, practitioners are focusing on advocacy efforts, leadership, teaming, collaboration, and closing the educational achievement gap. 
The achievement gap between Caucasian and minority students continues to be an important and controversial issue in education. Recent educational statistics show a gender gap with girls as a group achieving at a higher level than boys. A primary focus of the American School Counseling Association (ASCA) National Model is to bridge school counseling and academic achievement through collaboration among important stakeholders such as school counselors, teachers, administrators, parents, and students (Camizzi, Clark, & Goodman, 2009). In ASCA’s most recent ethical guidelines, it states: each person has the right to have access to a comprehensive school counseling program that advocates and affirms all students from diverse populations and each person has the right to receive the information and support needed to move toward self-direction and self-development and affirmation within one’s group identities, with special care being give to students who have historically not received adequate educational services, those being students of color, students with disabilities, and students with non-dominant language background (Wilkerson & Eschbach, 2009).  


This paper will discuss comprehensive school counseling program leader characteristics, the importance of graduate school training for future school counselors, school counselor accountability and the use of data, and the importance of evaluation of comprehensive school counseling programs and counselors. 

Comprehensive School Counseling Program Leader Characteristics


Multiple school counseling-related articles and books contend that best professional practices include data-driven or results-driven program implementation, management, and evaluation. According to Sink (2009), there are some general characteristics that a Comprehensive School Counseling Program (CSCP) leader needs to possess: a willing acceptance of the responsibilities central to the leadership role, particularly as they relate to serving the interests of the organization, an acknowledgement that they will be publicly associated with their actions/reactions and expressions, and a readiness to elucidate their leadership beliefs, decisions, commitments, and/or actions to stakeholders. CSCP leaders who value accountability share a high level of personal ownership involving the formulation, maintenance, and the proactive and transparent answering for organizational commitments. 


Despite the establishment of CSCPs in schools, there continues to be a wide variation of school counselor practice and a lack of fully implemented CSCPs in schools. Researchers have begun to examine potential structural, personal, and organizational variables related to school counselor practice in an attempt to resolve the discrepancy between actual school counselor practice and best practice. Scarborough & Luke (2008) did a study on eight professional school counselors who were currently implementing Comprehensive Developmental School Counseling Programs (CSDCP). The purpose of the study was to explore the personal perspectives of school counselors having success in implementing a CSDCP. The intent was to better understand the personal beliefs, characteristics, competencies, and processes of school counselors engaging in CSDCP implementation. The study resulted in an emergent theoretical model for understanding the personal and systemic conditions, contexts, and actions related to the implementation of a comprehensive, developmental school counseling program by professional school counselors. Several causal conditions emerged from the data of this study; participants discussed personal and professional influences on their work to implement CDSCPs, including motivation to help children and adolescents, personal abilities and characteristics, school counselor training/education, familiarity with CDSCP models, professional role models, and professional experience. 


School counselor self-efficacy and systemic awareness and integration emerged as the contextual dimensions of professional school counselors implementing CDSCPs (Scarborough & Luke, 2008). School counselor self-efficacy refers to the beliefs the participants in the study had that the implementation of a CDSCP would lead to desired outcomes and that they were capable of implementing a CDSCP. According to Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy, people with high self-efficacy are aware of both opportunities and constraints, but they use their creativity and perseverance to locate where they have some control and make decisions about how to use their time and energy. High self-efficacy is a necessary characteristic for professional school counselors to have. Systemic awareness and integration reflects participant beliefs and attitudes around working within a system. The participants believed in the importance of a CDSCP and in their abilities to implement it. 

Importance of Graduate Course Training 


It is vital that pre-service and professional school counselors be prepared to collect, analyze, and disaggregate data to demonstrate where significant educational needs exist in order to develop a program rationale and accompanying interventions that target the specific individuals and groups of students to maximize their potential in school and for the future (Camizzi,  Clark, & Goodman, 2009). The Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) newly adopted standards establish that students preparing to work as school counselors “will demonstrate the professional knowledge and skills/practices that are necessary to promote the academic, career, and personal/social development of all K-12 students.” Students trained in programs accredited by CACREP will address barriers, advocated for policies, programs, and services that are equitable and responsive to the unique needs of each student, analyze data to make decisions, and develop measurable outcomes for student developmental activities. 


Wilkerson & Eschbach (2009) did a study on 39 adult graduate students attending a CACREP accredited counselor training program at a university in Pennsylvania. The purpose of the study was to determine whether the training modules developed by the Education Trust for currently practicing school counselors would have a positive impact on graduate students’ perceived readiness to implement the ASCA National Model upon entering the profession. Results showed significant positive changes on 18 out of 19 survey questions from pretest to posttest strongly indicating that the students perceived themselves to be more prepared to implement the skills and competencies they learned by the end of the semester. The most dramatic improvements for the participants in the study were in four particular areas: (a) developing school counseling programs that promote access, equity, and achievement for all students; (b) working toward systemic change in schools: (c) using teaming and collaboration to promote access and equity and improve student achievement; and (d) using data to design programs and create change for typically underrepresented groups. These areas parallel the four themes of the ASCA National Model: leadership, advocacy, collaboration and teaming, and systemic change. These results are informative because there has been little research done on the impact of specific training approaches for counselors in training or practicing school counselors. With the recent call for action and accountability, it is important to assess which programs are most effective in training school counselors to implement comprehensive school counseling programs. 

Accountability and Use of Data


Accountability refers to using data to make informed decisions about student needs and selecting responsive interventions. According to Holcomb-McCoy (2007), Webster’s dictionary defines accountability as “the state of being accountable; liability to be called on to render an account; the obligation to bear the consequences for failure to perform as expected.” Counselors take responsibility for their actions and demonstrate their contributions by documenting their goals, procedures, and results. It is essential that pre-service and practicing school counselors are aware of trends in student educational achievement levels and can identify and address the needs of students at all levels. Accessing and using such data is vital to plan, implement, and evaluate school counseling interventions that address achievement and opportunity gaps in relation to race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, and gender (Camizzi, Clark, & Goodman, 2009). In order for counselors to use data well, they must be proficient in data collection, analysis, and disaggregation. The best way to dissipate fear, anxiety, and concern about the use of data is to have some concrete experiences doing this work. Teaming and collaborating with a colleague can ease the learning curve (Dimmitt, Carey, & Hatch, 2007). 

According to Camizzi, Clark, & Goodman (2009), the ASCA National Model (2005) identifies accountability as a cornerstone of school counseling programs. Specifically, the use of student outcome data demonstrating direct benefits of school counseling interventions on academic achievement and attainment indicators is a powerful tool in program planning and evaluation. Disaggregation is the separation of data by group characteristics, such as race, gender, age, or test scores. Because data can be disaggregated, underrepresented populations of students can be identified and appropriate action can be taken to address these inequities. By understanding the factors and barriers to academic success, school counselors can help at-risk students achieve to their fullest potential by selecting appropriate interventions. 


A study done by Camizzi, Clark, & Goodman (2009) is a prime example of how using disaggregated student achievement data to implement interventions to move toward closing the achievement gap works. The study examined how collaborative efforts made by counselor educators, district supervisor, school counselors, and graduate interns increased rigorous course enrollment, financial aid applications, and scholarship applications among high school students. The first intervention included identifying students who were potentially college ready according to the state-mandated test required for graduation and informing these students upon registration of the school year. The counselors advised students to enroll in more rigorous courses and explained to them the importance of course rigor coupled with high GPAs and test scores on college application acceptance rates. The second intervention was to inform the senior class about scholarship opportunities and the process for applying for these scholarships. There was also a FAFSA seminar set up by the school counseling department chair that explained the application procedures and students, along with their families, were assisted in the application process. 


The results of this study were as follows: 45% increase in enrollment in rigorous courses, 81% increase in the number of attendees to the financial aid seminar, and 84% increase in the number of scholarship applications completed. By enabling and encouraging families to apply for government financial aid as well as locally funded scholarships through community outreach, school counselors are helping low-income students access the necessary funding for higher education, thus making it a reality for first-generation college students (Camizzi, Clark, & Goodman, 2009). This study proves that using data to create and implement interventions based on student needs will improve academic achievement within a school.  

Evaluation


Evaluation is the use of the scientific method (hypothesis testing) to improve local decision making by determining whether is was likely that implementing an intervention resulted in desired changes of behavior and performance (Dimmitt, Carey, & Hatch, 2007). To serve as accountability leaders, school counselors have to take more seriously their evaluator role. Before practitioners can most efficiently achieve this end, university-level school counselor educators and researchers must do their part. According to Sink (2009), educators and researchers need to be more intentional about creating measuring tools for CSCP counselors to administer relevant constituents. School counseling accountability leaders must be well educated and trained. 

School counselors have been encouraged to evaluate their programs for many years, but the need for results based programs is even more imperative today. Educators and mental health providers in all fields are under ever-increasing scrutiny to demonstrate evidence of effectiveness and accountability. The U.S. Department of Education states that evaluation is crucial in all educational efforts, and that it informs project activities and practices, justifies expenditure of funds, enhances planning and policy-making, assures that project objectives have been met, provides evidence for program achievements, monitors program implementation, notes unintended consequences, informs allocation of resources, and identifies problems and costs (Dimmitt, 2009). 


According to Sink (2009), it is useful to evaluate programs and interventions. An intervention is a specific activity or group of related activities that is designed to help people learn new information or new skills. A program is a structured set of interventions and services designed to accomplish specific goals. With interventions, we need to know what outcomes the intervention is designed to impact and need to have ways to measure those outcomes. It is also crucial that the instruments used to measure the outcomes are accurate assessments of change, otherwise your intervention might be working but the results are not being reflected in the evaluation. With program evaluation, demonstrating impact is more complicated, because there are usually multiple interventions and services that make up a program. 


There are different types of evaluation: needs assessment, using outcome research to identify possible interventions, formative evaluation, implementation evaluation, and outcome evaluation (Dimmitt, 2009). Outcome evaluation is the type of evaluation that typically comes to mind first when thinking of evaluation. This is the measurement of the impact of the intervention, and it is arguably what stakeholders are most interested in. The most important place to show intervention impact is in achievement data because it reflects student learning outcomes that are of critical importance to stakeholders. A major advantage to evaluation is the school-specific information that school counselors typically hold about the unique qualities of the student population and family and community factors that influence student outcomes all shape the choices of programs to implement and which outcomes to evaluate. 


Demonstrating accountability helps ensure that students, parents, teachers, administrators, and the general public will continue to benefit from quality comprehensive guidance programs. Genuine program ability must be largely demonstrated through rigorous evaluations of three fundamental areas: (a) the composition, configuration, organization, and implementation of comprehensive school counseling programs; (b) the school personnel who are responsible for CSCP implementation; and (c) the level of program impact on student learning, as well as local schools and communities where the students attend and live (Sink, 2009). Educators and scholars agree upon four major areas of CSCPs that need to be assessed; following a non-punitive, strengths-based approach, CSCPs need to be periodically audited for missing and underutilized elements, be evaluated to determine whether students are learning and demonstrating essential life-developmental skills, to improve services and interventions for students and their families, and to determine current and future concerns as well as guide program refinement, the assessment of the stakeholder needs to be clearly documented and understood by CSCP evaluation leaders (Sink, 2009). 


Not only do programs and interventions need to be evaluated, but the counselor, their performance, and their ability to implement comprehensive school counseling programs also needs to be evaluated. Each year, quality instruments are published that can be used to assess counselor-related topics and skills. Sink (2009) notes that because self-efficacy is associated with various counseling competencies and training effectiveness, it appears to be a salient construct to include in personal evaluations. 


Evaluation is imperative to the school counseling profession in many ways. Demonstration of impact and effectiveness builds evidence that school counseling contributes in important ways to the educational endeavor. In this way, community awareness and understanding of the role of the school counselors develop. Local evaluation of interventions and programs implemented for district children matters to parents, administrators, and community members in ways that broader educational outcomes do not (Dimmitt, 2009). 

Discussion
There has been much research on graduate school training and its impact on pre-service school counselors. By attending Ball State University, which is an accredited CACREP program, I will be meeting the emerging school counseling transformation challenges by developing a number of skill and competencies which include using data, instituting program assessments and evaluation, promoting school wide change, and monitoring student progress in order to close achievement gaps. I will also continue professional relationships with colleagues and supervisors to discuss effective strategies with and to gain constant feedback on my performance and skills.

Research has shown that accountability leadership fundamentally involves taking responsibility for one’s actions, exhibiting openness and sensitivity, and maintaining an attitude of “answerability” (Sink, 2009). As a professional school counselor, I will be genuinely committed to and engaged in improving student educational outcomes by testing program effectiveness, discarding unproven practices, and refining those that show positive results. Already as an intern, I attend my school’s PL221 meetings and as a professional, I plan to be an active member of the PL221 committee. 

Although demonstrating that a school counseling intervention or program component is effective will be challenging when it comes to evaluation results, I plan to use the ASCA National Model to differentiate between student achievement data, achievement-related data, and standards-based data to assist in my endeavors of creating, implementing, and evaluating a comprehensive school counseling program. I will use assessments that are theoretically sound and have been proven to produce reliable results. I will be prepared to collect, analyze, and disaggregate data to demonstrate where significant educational needs exist in order to develop a program rationale and accompanying interventions that target the specific individuals and groups of students to maximize their potential in school and for the future. 

Recommendations


I am interested in working with elementary age students from varying socio-economic statuses and backgrounds. The following section states recommendations for the organization and delivery of school counseling services and the evaluation of school counseling services.

 Research shows that pre-service and practicing school counselors need to make data-informed decisions about their programming efforts and start to illustrate, through accountability and outcome data, how their efforts contribute to positive outcomes for students. Work of this sort will increasingly become an expectation, not an option. Practicing school counselors have a responsibility to be sure that they are prepared to implement the types of results-based programs endorsed by the profession (Wilkerson & Eschbach, 2009). Also, administrators interested in supporting their school counselors’ efforts to become more data driven and accountable may want to consider the potential value of this focused professional development. 

A study done by Camizzi, Clark, and Goodman (2009), showed that collaboration between schools and universities proved to be a strong support to the success of data-driven interventions. Graduate student interns entered local schools with the mindset and knowledge to assist school counselors in identifying needs and implementing appropriate programs. The support between the university and the school system in this study resulted in the successful completion of a shared goal that provided opportunities for students to overcome barriers and enhance their academic, social, and career development. 
Sink (2009) recommends that a greater emphasis in counselor education programs needs to be placed on qualitative data gathering and using experiential methods for training. National studies need to be done investigating whether school counselors possess sufficient research, testing, and computer literacy skills to use and even to design valid tools to evaluate CSCP-related outcomes. 
Evaluating school counseling programs is crucial. Demonstration of impact and effectiveness builds evidence that school counseling contributes in important ways to the educational endeavor. In this way, community awareness and understanding of the school counseling role develop. Local evaluation of interventions and programs implemented for district children matters to parents, administrators, and members of the community in ways that broader educational outcomes do not (Dimmitt, 2009). 


When it comes to implementing a comprehensive school counseling program, the overall objective is not simply to implement the program, but “you have to believe in what you’re advocating for…and not just in that, but in the larger purpose, it’s for kids” (Scarborough & Luke, 2008). It is recommended that through further examination of what school counselors are doing effectively, we can identify ways to build on and expand these successes and ultimately enable school counselors to have a greater impact on all students. According to Dimmitt (2009), “taking that first step in a new direction may be the hardest, but with others sharing the path and the knowledge that our goal is a worthy one, we can make the journey.” 
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