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“School counselors key to student success”
By Sandy Garrett, State Superintendent of Public Instruction

Thursday, January 21, 2010
There’s an old career with a new title sweeping the country.  Lots of high-powered CEOs have worked with them.  Some internationally acclaimed musicians and young movie stars like Bryce Dallas Howard, daughter of legendary child actor and filmmaker Ron Howard, have counseled with them.  Oprah endorsed one. 
They are called “life coaches,” and they help people navigate the rough waters of celebrity, keeping budding superstars on track by focusing on social and career-building skills, goal-setting, and providing emotional support.  While life coaches can command salaries as high as half a million dollars a year, their job sounds remarkably similar to that of school counselors—minus the star-studded lifestyle!  
And, because of the noble work school counselors perform every day for students, Congress has designated the week of February 1-5 as “National School Counseling Week.”  Consider the life-shaping guidance and critical interventions provided by school counselors to the 654,000 children enrolled in Oklahoma public schools.  
On average, each counselor in Oklahoma is responsible for 350 students, providing advice on and support for:

· maximizing academic and creative strengths
· identifying and addressing obstacles to learning 
· setting and achieving goals
· overcoming emotional challenges
· improving social skills
· enhancing test-taking skills
· coping with peer pressure and/or bullying
· college and career preparation
· college scholarships and financial aid 

Counselors also work with parents and teachers to interpret student test scores, provide advice on courses, make referrals for learning disability screening, and sometimes help parents identify physical and emotional issues that inhibit children's progress.  Often, they intervene to keep at-risk students from dropping out and on the path toward independent, productive lives.  
With fewer resources because of state budget shortfalls, Oklahoma school counselors are often diverted from these critical tasks to other school needs. 

Some 86 percent of counselors report that their duties routinely include overseeing and administering the large number of state tests students must take each year, as required in Oklahoma and federal law.  These testing duties consume counselors’ time at the end of each semester and up to six weeks each spring, according to a September 2009 report presented to the Oklahoma State Board of Education.  

While this may seem an easy solution to staffing within limited budgets, it erodes the resources critical to a quality education for all students. We encourage school administrators to use other staff to supervise testing, and recruit volunteers to help with recess, and hall and parking lot duties.  

Counselors are a key support for many academic and career paths.  To keep Oklahoma students on track for high school graduation, and college and workplace success, we must afford our school counselors the time and resources to do their jobs. 
Read to a child – the benefits last a lifetime!
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