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WHAT
HAPPENED
TO
“ GUIDANCE”
COUNSELOR?
“Throughout the book, I use the
term school counselor rather than
the more well-known term guidance counselor. My usage is not
solely based on the fact that being
referred to as a guidance counselor grates on many counselors.
While it is true that this irritation
has prompted many counselors
to correct their well-meaning colleagues and even sport T-shirts
with Guidance crossed out in exchange for SCHOOL COUNSELOR,
counselors’ preference for correct
terminology is not merely a trendy
move. Counselors have consciously
shifted away from the term guidance, which reflects the historical
emphasis on vocational guidance,
to better illustrate the professional
scope of their role today. The term
guidance counselor was initially
coined in the early 1900s to refer
to teachers who took on additional
responsibilities providing vocational guidance to students. Yet that
was over one hundred years ago,
and the role has changed too much
to rely on an outdated term. Today,
counselors’ work involves many
aspects of a complex educational

system and multiple dimensions
of students’ development. Thus,
guidance belittles the profession
in ways that do not serve students
well. It narrows the scope of counselors’ work and programming,
thus misrepresenting their actual
contributions to student success.
“This shift in terminology
mimics other changes in educational staff titles, such as home
economics. Indeed, schools today
hire family and consumer science
educators, who teach courses
similar to what was once understood as home ec. Likewise, what
was once known as vocational
education is now known as career
and technical education. Similar
to school counseling, these shifts
in terms were intentional and have
been accompanied by changes in
instructional content and professional training. A similar evolution has occurred for counselors.
Whereas school counselors lead
classroom lessons that support
students’ future goals, that is only
one aspect of their role. They also
use data to identify students at
risk of dropping out, refer students for intensive mental health
support and treatment, implement
positive behavioral support programs, screen students for signs
of suicide, and perform a host of
other responsibilities that extend
well beyond career development.
That is, changes in the role have
brought about comprehensive
school counseling programs that
are designed to support school
culture and mission instead of focusing solely on delivering services
to students.”
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change takes place.” That can make it difficult for
those outside the profession to see the value counselors bring to the table.
Data helps. Last year, Martinez reduced the
number of students on her “at risk” list (a composite
of attendance, grades, and disciplinary action) by 75
percent through biweekly check-ins. “For most students, the intervention is simply about awareness
— sometimes students don’t know their gpa,” she
says. “For the next level it’s about increasing contact, accountability, and ensuring they have access
to resources, like a computer to do homework. Or
if they don’t feel comfortable talking to a teacher,
I can meet with him or her and be an advocate for
them.” The dramatic results of those simple interventions make a clear financial case for counselors
when the cost of remediation is considered.
Including information about the the role of
counselors — what they actually do — in the training of school leaders and administrators is another
fix. Last February, current Ed.L.D. student DANIELLE
DUARTE, a former counselor in San Diego County,
used the occasion of National School Counseling
Week to raise awareness about that information
gap by asking the 25 or so members of her Ed School
cohort to raise their hands if they had an administration credential. Now, she said, leave them up
if you received instruction in your programs about
the job of school counselors.
“Not a single person kept their hand up,” she recalls. “That has really stayed with me.”

Some of the confusion
around what counselors do, and the value they
bring, can also be attributed to how differently the
role is defined from school to school. A counselor
at one high school might focus exclusively on guiding students through the college application process. Another might concentrate solely on social
and emotional support. CLARA YOM, ED.M.’14, C.A.S.’15,
began her career at an alternative charter school in
the Los Angeles area.
“I was pigeonholed into only doing postsecondary work,” she says. “I don’t have a problem with
the work itself, but I wasn’t happy because it didn’t
feel like I was being properly utilized.” Now working in Chicago at Lake View High School, Yom
says her role is much more dynamic, allowing her
to work across the academic, social-emotional, and
postsecondary domains (as is recommended by
asca) with three levels of involvement that range
from school- and district-wide supports (a career
fair, for example) to small group counseling to oneon-one interactions with students. “I’m more of a
generalist,” she says. “I identify the issue and con-
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