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School Counselors’ Activities in Predominantly African American Urban
Schools: An Exploratory Study

Lacretia Dye

Western Kentucky University

Abstract

A total of 102 school counselors who worked in predominantly African Ameri-
can urban schools in Michigan were surveyed to ascertain how frequently
they engaged in school counseling activities as conceptualized by the Ameri-
can School Counseling Association. Additionally, this exploratory study
sought to determine whether there were differences in frequency of reported
activities according to demographic characteristics. Implications, limitations,
and directions for future research are provided.

School Counselors’ Activities in Predominantly African American Urban
Schools: An Exploratory Study

Increasing criticism of public education in United States cities and met-
ropolitan areas has prompted members of educational specialties (e.g., teacher
education, school administration, school counselor education) to lead urban
school reform initiatives (Holcomb-McCoy, 2005b). School Counseling has
joined the urban school reform movement. In particular, The American School
Counseling Association’s (ASCA) development of the National Standards and
the National Model (ASCA, 2005), as well as the Transforming School Counsel-
ing Initiative a component of the Education Trust (2003), are responses by
members of the counseling profession to contribute to the most recent school
reform efforts.

The ASCA National Model is a call for school counselors to design, co-
ordinate, implement, manage, and evaluate comprehensive school counseling
programs. In particular, the Model is a call to action for school counselors to
promote student success by closing the existing achievement gap between un-
derachieving students (many of whom are students of color or poor) and their
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more advantaged peers (ASCA, 2005).

The Transforming School Counseling Initiative extended ASCA'’s call to
action for school counselors and with regard to how they serve students in ur-
ban schools. According to Lee (2005), urban schools largely reflect their neigh-
borhood/residential environment and are typically in geographical areas charac-
terized by a high concentration of people of color, higher rates of poverty per
capita, and inequities in the educational system. Within this context, urban
school educators have had to contend with a lack of resources, high drop-out
rates, and institutional racism (Butler, 2003; Holcomb-McCoy, 1998, 2005,
2010; Moore, Henfield & Owens, 2008; Owens, Pernice-Duca, & Thomas,
2009). Based on these contextual issues that confront urban school personnel,
the National Center for Transforming School Counseling made the following
recommendations. First the school counseling profession should shift its focus
to meet the needs of students for whom schools have been the least successful
-low-income students and students of color. Second school counselors should
be trained to serve as effective advocates for these particular student popula-
tions (Education Trust, 2011; Forbes, 2007; Martin, 2002; Martin, 2007).

Empirical evidence on school counselor activities that are reflective of
these initiatives has emerged in the school counseling literature. For example,
Holcomb-McCoy and Mitchell (2005) examined the activities of 102 school
counselors who resided in six urban cities on the east coast (e.g. New York
City, Newark, New Jersey). The study’s participants perceived low family func-
tion, lower academic achievement, and poverty as prevalent issues facing ur-
ban schools. The authors acknowledged the need for school counselors in ur-
ban settings to be able to work in schools that offer minimal educational oppor-
tunities to their students, diminished access to resources, and unstable financial
funding. They recommended that future studies should be devoted to examin-
ing school counseling activities that specifically address the academic needs of
low income students and students of color. Similarly, in a 2009 study of 60
school counselors employed in urban school districts, Owens et. al. (2009)
found that school counselors were overwhelmed with addressing issues such
as high dropout rate prevention and encouraging low achieving students to be
successful.

School counselors are ethically bound to develop comprehensive
school counseling programs that advocate for and affirm all students from di-
verse backgrounds (ASCA, 2005). The primary reason for having a comprehen-
sive guidance program in place is to clearly articulate what school counselors
do in that particular school or school district. Although the role of school coun-
selors has been studied and described in urban schools, there is a dearth of
information available on the activities of school counselors in urban schools that
are predominately African American. Furthermore, when school counseling
practicum students were placed in predominantly African American schools,
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they observed that there was a discrepancy between what they had learned

about school counseling and what urban school counselors actually do

(Holcomb-McCoy & Johnston, 2008). Consequently, the purpose of the current

study was to investigate to what extent do counselors within predominantly Afri-

can American urban schools implement activities prescribed by the ASCA Na-
tional Model.

The findings from this study fill a void in the literature because school counselor

activities which reflect a comprehensive school counseling program in predomi-

nantly African American urban schools have never been examined. Both prac-
ticing school counselors, as well as administrators, can gain appropriate and
realistic insight from the results of this study. This insight, in turn, may impact
school leadership policy and practice. Actions toward maintaining, improving
and creating new policies to promote effective school counseling activities spe-
cific for students in predominantly African American urban environments is es-
sential. Through the use of the ASCA National Model (2005) as a framework for
school counseling programs, the following research questions were addressed:

1. What activities recommended by the ASCA National Model received the
most and least emphasis by counselors in predominantly African American
urban schools?

2. Are there differences in the frequency of reported activities as pre-
scribed by the ASCA National Model among school counselors in predomi-
nantly African American urban schools according to demographic charac-
teristics: level of employment, years employed as a school counselor at cur-
rent school, and number of students enrolled at school?

Method

Participants

The participants of this study were individuals who were employed at
the time of the study in the position of elementary, middle, or high school coun-
selor in a school that is predominately African American (at least 60% student
body is African American) in the major urban centers (Ann Arbor, Benton Har-
bor, Detroit and its surrounding metropolitan areas, Flint, Grand Rapids, Lan-
sing, Kalamazoo, Saginaw, Muskegon, Muskegon Heights, Buena Vista, Hol-
land, Ypsilanti and Willow Run) in the state of Michigan. Four hundred ninety
two public school building representatives within the state of Michigan with over
60 percent African American population were contacted to identify if there is a
school counselor and the school counselor’s contact information. Of the 492
schools only 255 schools identified an individual employed in the position of
school counselor.

In consideration to the current school budget crisis in the state of Michi-
gan that often reflects the lay-off of school counselors, the researcher sought to
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obtain data from a declining population. Therefore, the sample included each
individual within the population who responded with a completed and useable
survey. There was a response rate of 41% with 105 surveys returned (A 41%
response rate is exceptionally well for snail mail surveys). Only 102 or 40%
were usable. Additional participant characteristics are presented in Tables 1
and 2.

Table 1

Participant Personal Characteristics
Variable f %
Sex
Female 89 87.3
Male 13 12.7
Age
20-30 years 10 9.8
31-40 years 36 35.3
41-50 years 20 19.6
51-60 years 28 27.5
61 years and over 8 7.8

Race/Ethnicity

African American 61 59.8
Asian 0 0.0
Caucasian 35 34.4
Hispanic/Latino 1 1.0
Native American 0 0.0
Multi-racial 5 4.9
Highest Degree

earned

Bachelor’s 1 1.0
Master's 94 92.2
Specialist 4 3.9
Doctorate 3 29
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Table 2
Frequencies and Percentages of Participant Work Setting

Variable f %

School level of employment

Elementary 18 17.6
Middle 16 15.7
High School 55 53.9
Combination/Other 13 12.7

Years as a school counselor at current school

0-5 60 58.8
6-10 13 12.7
11-15 8 7.8
16-20 10 9.8
21 and above 11 10.8

Number of students in school

1-200 7 6.9
201-400 12 11.8
401-600 29 28.4
601-800 21 20.6
801-1000 18 17.6
1001 and above 15 14.7

School counselor caseload

1-200 19 18.6
201-400 52 50.9
401-600 22 215
601-800 5 49
801-1000 4 3.9
1001 and above 0 0

Measures

School Counselor Activity Rating Scale. The School Counselor Ac-
tivity Rating Scale (SCARS) is designed to measure both the frequency with
which a school counselor actually performs a work activity and the frequency
with which the school counselor would prefer to perform a work activity
(Scarborough, 2005). Work activities refer to school counseling activities recom-
mended by the ASCA (2005) National Model and The National Standards for
School Counseling Programs (Campbell & Dahir, 1997) within the categories of
curriculum, coordination, consultation, counseling, and other interventions.

Users rate the frequency of the 48 work activities using a 5-point verbal
frequency scale: 5 = always, 4 = frequently, 3 = occasionally, 2 = rarely, 1 =
never. A higher score indicates a higher frequency of a particular activity. For
the purpose of this study, respondents were asked to only complete the actual
time data. The researcher’s choice to collect actual data was an attempt to
avoid the common practice in educational research of identifying discrepancies
and deficiencies in urban settings. Instead the researcher was only interested in
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exploring the import activities that participants actually performed not what they
preferred to perform.

Demographic data. A 13-item demographic questionnaire, developed
by the researcher, was used to indicate the characteristics of the participants.
This section of the survey consisted of 13 items that obtained information about
age, sex, race/ethnicity, school setting in which counselor works, employment
demographic variables, professional training, and activity.

Procedures

A tailored design method (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009) was im-
plemented to collect data. Dillman et al. (2009) suggested that researchers im-
plement a system of multiple contacts that varied in method and content. Im-
portant to consider is the timing of each contact. A brief and personalized pre-
notice letter was mailed to 255 school counselors that introduced the research-
er, informed the recipient that he or she would be receiving a mailed invitation to
complete a questionnaire, described the purpose of the study, and asked for his
or her participation. One week after mailing the pre-notice letter, a second letter
was mailed. A third and final contact was sent one week following the mailing of
the survey. One hundred two usable surveys were returned representing a re-
sponse rate of 40%.

Data Analysis

Responses to research question one were explored using descriptive
statistics. Descriptive statistics are used to describe the basic features of data
(Howell, 2002) including the frequency and central tendency of responses. For
each survey item, the number and percentage of counselors performing each
activity at each degree of frequency was calculated. These results are used to
describe the sample.

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was employed to permit the researcher
to compare the effects of demographic variables on participants’ scores on the
SCARS. The test was used to explore whether any significant differences in the
mean response in regard to the frequency of counseling activities on the basis
of demographic variables (a) level of employment, (b) years employed as a
counselor at current school, and (c) number of students enrolled at school.

Results

Research Question 1: What activities recommended by the ASCA
National Model received the greatest and least emphasis by counselors in
predominately African American urban schools?

Previous researchers, using the School Counseling Rating Scale, re-
ported the number and percentage of counselors performing each activity at
each degree of frequency (i.e., 50% of the respondents) at varied thresholds
(Berry, 2006; Gloster, 2009). Of the 48 activities listed in the School Counseling
Activity Rating Scale (SCARS), eight activities were performed on an always or
frequent basis by more than 50% of the respondents. In Table 3 the eight activi-
ties performed on an always or frequent basis by more than 50% of the re-
spondents (sum of columns always and frequently) are highlighted.
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Of the eight activities there were five activities in the subgroup of coun-
seling that 50% or more of the respondents reported performing on an always or
frequent basis. Counseling students regarding school behavior and consulting
with staff regarding school behavior were performed frequently by more than
70% of the respondents. There were five recommended activities that 50% or
more of the respondents reported never performing (see Table 4).

Table 3

Percentage of SCARS Activities Performed on an Always and Frequent Basis
by Fifty Percent or More of Respondents

Percentage of Performance

Activity

Always

Frequently

Occasionally

Rarely

Never

Sum of Always
and Frequently

Counsel
students
regarding
school
behavior

43.1

17.6

6.9

2.0

74.5

Consult
with school
staff con-
cerning
student
behavior

33.3

20.6

5.9

2.0

Counsel
students
regarding
personal/
family
concerns

29.4

40.2

28.4

20

0.0

69.6

Schedule
students for
classes

58.8

6.9

3.9

1.0

29.4

65.7

Counsel
students
regarding
academic
issues

42.2

225

275

6.9

3.0

64.7

Counsel
students
regarding
relation-
ships

34.3

10.8

0.0

54.9

Participate
on commit-
tees within
the school

30.4

27.5

23.5

12.7

5.9

57.9

Follow-up
on individu-
al and
group
counseling
participants

27.5

25.5

25.5

8.8

12.7

53.0

Note. SCARS = School Counselor Activity Rating Scale
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Table 4
Percentage of SCARS Activities Never Performed by Fifty Percent or More of
Respondents

Percentage of Performance

Occasional-

Activity Always | Frequently ly

Rarely Never

Conduct classroom
lessons regarding 29 2.9 7.8 255 60.8
substance abuse

Small group counsel-
ing for students re- 10

garding substance 59 23.5 20.6 56.9
abuse issues

Enroll students in and/

or withdraw students 26.5 59 6.9 59 54.9

from school

Conduct classroom
lessons on personal 3.9 7.8 13.7 24.5 50.0
safety issues

Conduct or coordinate
teacher in-service 29 3.9 13.7 29.4 50.0
programs

Note. SCARS = School Counselor Activity Rating Scale.

Of the ten activities within the category of counseling, five were per-
formed on an always or frequent basis by more than 50% of the respondents,
and six activities were performed on an always or frequent basis by more than
30% of the respondents. The consultation category consisted of seven activi-
ties; all seven of the activities were performed on an always and frequent basis
by more than 30% of the respondents. Seven of 13 of the coordination activities
were performed on an always or frequent basis by more than 30% of the re-
spondents. The curriculum activities were the least performed activities with
only one of the eight activities performed on an always or frequent basis by
more than 30% of the respondents. Activities in the “other” category were per-
formed on an always or frequent basis by more than 30% of the respondents for
nine of the 10 activities.

Research Question 2: Are there differences in the frequency of
reported activities as prescribed by the ASCA National Model among
school counselors in predominantly African American urban schools ac-
cording to demographic characteristics (level of employment, years em-
ployed as a school counselor at current school, and number of students
enrolled at school)?

Results of the ANOVA revealed statistically significant findings among
the groups for school level of employment in four of the five school counseling
activities categories. Post hoc analysis revealed statistically significant differ-
ences among the elementary school counselors and high school counselors
groups within the four categories of counseling, curriculum, coordination and
consultation.
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Counseling. In the area of counseling, results of the ANOVA revealed
that school counselor’s level of employment (e.g., elementary, middle, high, and
combination/other) showed statistically significant findings among the groups F
(3,98) =9.371, p <.001. Tukey’s post hoc analysis revealed statistically signifi-
cant differences in the mean frequency between elementary and high school
counselors. Elementary school counselors (M = 3.76, SD = .639) more frequent-
ly reported participation in counseling activities than high school counselors (M
=2.91, SD = .632).

To further understand how elementary and high school counselors’ ac-
tivities differed, individual non-parametric tests examined the frequency of en-
dorsement for each of the ten counseling activities reported in the SCARS. A
Bonferroni-type adjustment to the Type | familywise error rate was implemented
for these post hoc tests. For example, there are 10 counseling activities pooled
under the counseling area, thus the Bonferroni Type | error rate was set
at .05/10 = .005. Contingency analysis of elementary and high school respond-
ents revealed differences in the amount these counselors reported engaging in
three areas: (a) counseling students regarding school behavior ()(2 =23.072, p
<.001); (b) providing small group counseling addressing relationship and social
skills 0(§ = 39.328, p <.001); and (c) conducting small groups regarding family
and personal issues (x° = 23.564, p <.001). The results are shown in Table 5.

Elementary school counselors reported that they counseled students
regarding school behavior all of the time while high school counselors had a
broader spread across the response scale. Elementary and high school counse-
lors also differed in their reported frequency of counseling small groups ad-
dressing relationship and social skills. A majority of high school counselors re-
ported doing this activity never or rarely while elementary counselors reported
frequently counseling small groups addressing relationship and social skills.
High school counselors reported that they never or rarely conducted small
groups regarding family or personal issues, compared to elementary counselors
who reported with a broader spread across the response scale.

26



Table 5
Frequency Difference Between Elementary and High School Counselors
SCARS Counseling Activities

Frequency of Performance
Activity and School Occasional- Nev-
level Always Frequently ly Rarely er
2. Counsel | Elemen-
with stu- tary 15 3 0 0 0
dents
regarding High
behavior School 12 20 15 6 2
5. Provide £
small emen- 9 6 2 1 0
group tary
counseling
address-
ing rela- High
social
skills
7. Con-
duct small F'eme”' 2 5 6 5 0
ary
groups
regarding
family/ High
personal School 0 3 8 7 27
issues

Consultation. In the area of consultation, results of the ANOVA re-
vealed that only the school counselor’s level of employment (e.g., elementary,
middle, high, and combination/other) showed statistically significant findings
among the groups F(3, 98) = 6.901, p < .001. Elementary school counselors (M
= 3.691, SD = .732) more frequently reported participation in consultation activi-
ties than high school counselors (M = 2.831, SD = .777).

Seven activities pooled under the consultation area, thus the Bonferroni
Type | error rate was set at .05/7 = .007. Contingency analysis of elementary
and high school respondents revealed differences in the amount these counse-
lors reported engaging in four areas: (a) consult with school staff concerning
school behavior (x“ = 15.870, p =.003); (b) consult with parents regarding child/
adolescent development issues (x° = 17.034, p = .002); (c) coordinate referrals
for students and/or families to community or education professionals (x* =
25.354, p <.001); and (d) assist in identifying exceptional children (x* = 17.935,
p =.001). The results are shown in Table 6. Elementary school counselors re-
ported that they consulted with school staff concerning student behavior routine-
ly while high school counselors had a broader spread across the response
scale. Counselors also differed in their frequency of consulting with parents
regarding child/adolescent development issues based on school level. High
school counselors more frequently reported never or rarely performing this ac-
tivity than did elementary counselors. Coordination of referrals for students and/
or their families to community or education professionals was another activity
that was performed to different degrees according to school level. A higher
number of high school counselors than elementary school counselors reported
never or rarely performing this activity.
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Table 6
Frequency Difference between Elementary and High School Counselors
SCARS Consultation Activities

Frequency of Performance

Activity and School

level Always | Frequently | Occasionally | Rarely | Never

1. Con-
sult with Elementary 13 3 2 0 0
school
staff

concern- High

ing stu- School
dent

3. Con-

sult with Elementary 6 5 6 1 0
parents
regarding
child/

12 22 13 6 2

adoles- High
cent School
develop -
ment
issues

4. Coor-
dinate Elementary 9 3 4 2 0
referrals
for stu-
dents
and/or
families High
to com- School
munity or
educa-
tion

5. Assist
in identi- Elementary 7 4 1 4 2
fying
excep-

tional High 4 3 17 20 11
children School

Curriculum. Results of the ANOVA revealed that only the school coun-
selors level of employment (e.g. elementary, middle, high and combination/
other) showed statistically significant findings among the groups F(3, 98)=7.145,
p <.001 in the area of curriculum. Tukey’s post hoc analysis revealed that ele-
mentary school counselors (M=3.166, SD=1.216) more frequently reported par-
ticipation in curriculum activities than high school counselors (M=2.014,
SD=.874).

Since there are eight curriculum activities pooled under this area, the
Bonferroni- type I error rate was set at .05/8 = .006. Contingency analysis of
elementary and high school respondents revealed differences in the amount
these counselors reported engaging in five areas: (a) conduct classroom les-
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sons on various personal and/ or social traits&y; = 26.268, p <.001); (b) con-
duct classroom lessons on relating to others (x° = 22.982, p = 001); (c) conduct
classroom lessons on personal growth and development issues (x* = 20.364, p
<.001); (d) conduct classroom lessons on conflict resolution (x° = 21.972, p
<.001); and (e) conduct classroom lessons on personal safety issues (x° =
26.577, p <.001). The results are shown in Table 7.

Counselors in elementary schools reported more often conducting
classroom lessons on personal and social traits, relating to others, personal
growth and development issues, conflict resolution and personal safety issues
compared to high school counselors.

Table 7
Frequency Difference between Elementary and High School Counselors
SCARS Curriculum Activities

Frequency of Performance
Activity and School level Always Fre- Occa- Rarely | Never
quently sionally
3. Conduct class-
room lessons on | Elementary 6 5 4 0 3
various personal
and/or social High
traits School 2 3 8 20 22
4. Conduct class-
room lessons on Elementary 3 6 5 0 4
relating to others o
19
School 2 2 8 14 29

5. Conduct class-
room lesson on Elementary 2 7 4 1 4
personal growth
and develop - i

P gl:ghr;ol 2 3 5 16 29
ment issues
6. Conduct class- Elementary 6 3 4 2 3
room lessons on High
conflict resolution School 2 1 9 13 30
8. Conduct class- | Elementary 3 5 2 5 3
room lessons on
personal safety High 35 13 6 0 1
issues School

Coordination. In the area of coordination, results of the ANOVA re-
vealed that only the school counselors level of employment (e.g. elementary,
middle, high and combination/other) showed statistically significant findings
among the groups F(3, 98)=4.918, p=.003. Elementary school counselors
(M=3.214, SD=.791) more frequently participated in coordination activities than
high school counselors (M=2.453, SD=.704).

A Bonferroni-type adjustment to the type | family-wise error rate was set
at .05/13 = .0038. Contingency analysis revealed differences in only one item -
the frequency in which these counselors reported engaging in the area of for-
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mally evaluating student progress as a result of participation in individual/group
counseling from student, teacher and/or parent perspectives ()(2 =18.687, p
=.001). The results are shown in Table 8.

Table 8
Frequency Difference Between Elementary and High School Counselors
SCARS Coordination Activities

Frequency of Performance

Fre- Occa-

Activity and School level Always :
quently | sionally

Rarely | Never

11. Formally evalu-
ate student pro-
gress as a result of
participa-tion in
individual/ group
counseling from High
student, teacher

and/ or parent School 2 3 ° 16 29
perspective

Elementary 2 7 4 1 4

Other. The final category of school counselor activities is other. Re-
sults of the ANOVA revealed that of the three explored demographic character-
istics only school years of employment at current school (e.g. 0-5 years, 6-10
years, 11-15 years, 16-20 years, and 21 years or more) showed statistically
significant findings among the groups F(3, 98) = 4.918, p =.003. Tukey’s post
hoc analysis revealed statistically significant difference in the mean frequency of
other activities between school counselors employed at their current school for
0-5 years and 6-10 years. Those employed at their current school for 0-5 years
(M =2.653, SD = .59139) less frequently reported participation in other activities
than school counselors employed for 6-10 years (M = 3.415, SD = .59139).
Contingency analysis of elementary and high school respondents revealed no
significant differences in any one particular item.

Discussion

The objective of the study was to explore the frequency of activities rec-
ommended by the ASCA National Model by counselors in predominantly African
American urban schools. According to the study results, counselors performed
many of the activities outlined by Gysbers and Henderson (2006) and the ASCA
National Model (2005). As a group, the participants spent more time in activities
that represent the SCARS core areas of counseling, consultation, and coordina-
tion activities. The result, though limited to the participants in this study, is en-
couraging. One of the findings in the literature was that urban school counselors
engaged in too much time in non-counseling related activities (Holcomb-McCoy
& Mitchell, 2005). Such responsibilities prevent school counselors from perform-
ing activities that assist students in academic achievement. In the current study,
the other area contained the non-counseling related duties. With the exception
of scheduling students for classes and participating on committees in school,
the participants reported performing other activities on a less frequent basis
than school counselors in general in other studies (Partin, 1993; Perusse,
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Goodnough, Donegan, & Jones, 2004; Holcomb-McCoy, 2005).

The findings in this study suggested that counselors were engaged rou-
tinely in counseling activities with individual and small groups for personal, so-
cial, and academic concerns. In their study of 475 high school counselors in
Texas, Nelson, Robles-Pina, and Nichter (2008) found that counselors working
in urban areas prefer to do more counseling than counselors in suburban and
rural areas. Counseling activities were found to be the most performed type of
activity in the current study of urban school counselors’ activities. Eschenauer
and Chen-Hayes (2005) encouraged school counselors in urban schools to re-
conceptualize individual counseling as a collaborative act of advocacy and ac-
countability to close achievement and opportunity gaps.

Consultation and coordination activities were found to be the second
and third most frequent activities, by category, performed by the counselors in
this study. The school counseling literature has suggested that consultation and
coordination activities are important to school counselors’ roles as advocates
(Bemak & Chung, 2005), ability to function as leaders (Hanson & Stone, 2002),
and skill to develop school-family-community-partnerships (Bryan, 2005; Bryan
& Holcomb-McCoy, 2007) in urban schools. Researchers found that these activ-
ities foster systemic change and help to close the achievement gap (ASCA,
2005; Education Trust, 2011; Sears, 1999). Additionally, scholars House and
Martin (1998) encouraged counselors to be a part of committees in the school
to better advocate for their students. School counselors in this study frequently
participated in activities of consultation and coordination. Activities such as
team/grade level/subject meetings and the coordination of community referrals,
which are pertinent to the success of urban schools (Amatea & West-Oltuniji,
2007; Bemak, 2000), were frequently performed by school counselors in this
study.

Activities of counseling students for student behavior and consulting
with school staff regarding student behavior ranked the first and second most
frequent of the 48 activities identified in this study. Two considerations can be
noted relative to these findings. First, urban students, specifically African Ameri-
can students, are often viewed by teachers and administrators with a deficit
view. For instance, in a review of secondary data from the National Education
Longitudinal Study (NELS:88), researchers Adams, Benshoff, and Harrington
(2007) found that teachers were more likely to contact the school counselor
concerning behavioral issues when the student was male and African American.
Moreover, a study that used the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS:2002) that
was conducted by Bryan, Vines, Griffin, and Moore-Thomas (2012), found that
race was a predictor of disciplinarian referrals written by English teacher refer-
rals. African American students in general and in particular African American
and multiracial females were more likely to receive disciplinary referrals to the
school counselor by their English teachers.

Findings from previous studies have revealed that teachers often doubt
that education is important for low-income students of color (Cho & DeCastro-
Ambrosetti, 2005) and have feelings of inadequacy when teaching students of
color (Marbley, Bonner, McKisick, Henfield, & Watts, 2007). Both of these views
can have a negative impact on students’ self-image, academic achievement,
and behavior (Manning & Baurth, 2004).
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A second consideration relevant to these findings is that teachers and
administrators have a tremendous impact on school counselor service utilization
(Amatea & Clark, 2005; Kirchner & Setchfield, 2005; Ponec & Brock, 2000;
Zalaquett, 2005). Teachers as well as principals often have a misperception
about the expected role of school counselors which determine to a great extent
the services that school counselors actually provide to students (Reiner, Col-
bert, & Perusse, 2009; Ponec & Brock, 2000). Perhaps the frequent individual
counseling activity as well as consultation regarding student behavior may be
related to the belief of teachers and principals that school counselors are availa-
ble primarily for remedial services, such as responding to student behavior
(Borders, 2002; Fitch, Newby, Ballestero, & Marshall, 2001). In contrast accord-
ing to the ASCA National Model, responsive services such as responding to
student behavior should be performed only occasionally by school counselors.
Yet, the results of this study showed that these types of activities were per-
formed frequently by a majority of the participants. It would be important to fur-
ther investigate school counselors’ perceptions and experience with student
behavior referrals.

Findings from several research studies have suggested that school lev-
el of employment influences school counselor practice (Gibson & Mitchell, 1995;
Gysbers & Henderson, 2000; Myrick, 1993; Nelson et al., 2008; Scarborough,
2002). Sisson and Bullis (1992) asserted that there is an expectation of varied
job roles when counseling with students that differs between the elementary,
middle school, and high school levels. Accordingly, comprehensive school
counseling models account for some differences in the amount of time recom-
mended to be spent in counseling, consultation, curriculum, and coordination
activities by school level (see Gysbers & Henderson, 2006; Myrick, 2003).

Particular to the current study, elementary school counselors had a sig-
nificantly higher frequency of participation in counseling, consultation, curricu-
lum, and coordination activities than high school counselors. Prior research
leads us to expect this pattern of differences between counseling activities at
the elementary and high school levels. Elementary school counseling is rooted
in child development and does not share the historical influence of career guid-
ance at the high school level (Hardesty & Dillard, 1994). Additionally, the litera-
ture acknowledges that the comprehensive school counseling program has
been more common in elementary schools since programs were initially imple-
mented at this level. Academic scheduling and postsecondary planning are sig-
nificantly higher priorities for high school counselors than for elementary and
middle school counselors (Dahir, 2004). Current findings are consistent with
other studies that have reported differences in how school counselors spend
their time based on grade level of employment (Davis, 1999; Johnson, 1993). In
regards to counseling activities there were three specific activities that elemen-
tary school counselors reported engaging in more frequently than high school
counselors. Counselors at elementary schools had a larger percentage of re-
spondents who indicated they routinely or frequently counseled students re-
garding school behavior, provided small group counseling addressing relation-
ship/social skills, and conducted small groups regarding family/personal issues.

There was a significant difference in the frequency of other activities
based on the number of years employed as a school counselor at current
school. Those employed at their current school for 1-5 years were less frequent-
ly involved in “other” activities than those employed for 6-10 years. These find-
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ings are similar to those in Gloster’s (2009) study regarding school counselor
activities in Title | schools. In that study, a greater percentage of counselors with
more experience reported that they performed other activities more routinely
than those with six or fewer years of experience. Performance of other activities
by those employed six years but less than ten in their current position may be
related to the counselor’s familiarity of the environment and a higher awareness
of unfulfilled school environment needs.

Limitations and Future Research

The findings of this study revealed a low frequency in the number of
recommended activities performed by participants. This raises the question of
whether or not certain activities beyond the scope of the current ASCA National
Model recommendations are needed to meet the needs of students in predomi-
nantly African American urban schools. Future studies that include open-ended
questions may allow school counselors to describe other activities they perform
that were not included in the SCARS. Such additions may reveal activities that
may be particular to predominantly African American urban schools.

Beyond this, the results of this study do not include information about
the school climate where participants are employed. It is possible that the build-
ing principal or other administrative/union forces largely determine the activities
of the school counselors. Further investigation of how school staff in predomi-
nantly African American urban schools conceptualize counselors’ roles needs to
be conducted.

Finally, the results of this study provide only descriptive information as-
sociated with school counselor practice in predominantly African American ur-
ban schools. The findings and limitations of this study suggest future lines of
research that would seek to replicate the study’s findings with a larger sample
size as well as include other significant variables such as school climate and
school counselors’ perceptions of self-efficacy while in urban settings.

Conclusion

Despite three decades of consistent documentation of challenges af-
fecting urban school counseling programs (Avis, 1982), few studies have ex-
plored the actual activities and frequency of activities performed by school
counselors in African American urban schools. Consequently, current discus-
sion of urban schools and recommendations for urban school counseling are
the same as those that have been discussed for the past three decades (e.g.
Avis, 1982; Barnes, 1980). There is a sense of urgency. Time and time again
scholars have shown that counselors in urban schools are often forced to con-
front a number of significant issues that affect the psychosocial, emotional, and
intellectual development of their students (Bryan, 2005; Green, Conley, & Bar-
nett, 2005; Lee, 2005; Holcomb-McCoy, 1998, 2005a). Also discussed are fac-
tors such as minimal resources, violence, and high drop-out rates all of which
have a detrimental effect on urban school counseling (Holcomb-McCoy, 1998).
Even with these noted challenges, school counselors in the present study in
predominantly African American urban schools are doing activities as pre-
scribed by the American School Counseling Association and comprehensive
school counseling models (ASCA, 2005; Gysbers & Henderson, 2000). While
the actual frequency of performing specific counseling activities in this study
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may vary from the recommendations of ASCA’s and other school counseling
models, it is possible that current models may not include recommendations
that are relevant in meeting the needs of predominantly African American urban
settings. As stated earlier, this needs to be investigated in future research ef-
forts to help determine urban school counselors’ perspectives on which school
counseling activities are essential for providing effective service for all students
in urban environments. This knowledge will contribute to the current urban
school counseling discussion and serve as a foundation in the investigation and
development of meaningful comprehensive school counseling services by
school counselors in a manner that respects, understands, and honors the par-
ticular needs of students in predominantly African American urban schools.
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