Investing

in the Potential of all

Massachusetts Students

A vision of
school counseling
in the
Commonwealth
of Massachusetts

Prepared by the Massachusetts School Counselors Association

Acknowledgements

Investing in the Potential of All
Massachusetts Students is our vision of
what we want school counseling to be in
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
We hope you find this document to be
helpful in understanding the role of
today’s school counselor.
The writing team includes the
following individuals:
Bob Bardwell, Chair
Monson High School

Carey Dimmitt
University of Massachusetts Amherst

David Elsner
Foxborough Regional Charter School

Katie Gray
Unique Potential

Karen Harrington
Center for School Counseling
Outcome Research, UMASS Amherst

Thom Hughart
Wellesley High School

Jenn Lisk
Medway High School

Ian Martin
University of Massachusetts, Amherst

We wish to thank Helen O’Donnell,
Carol Dahir, Trish Hatch and Keith
Westrich for their editorial assistance.
We also wish to thank Elaine Devine of
Devine Design for her assistance in the
layout and production of this publication.

Investing

in the Potential of all Massachusetts Students

Investing in the Potential of all Massachusetts Students
gives an overview of the role of a school counselor and, most
importantly, what can be done to improve student success
and achievement for all students in the Commonwealth.
While the challenges are great, we are optimistic.
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School Counseling
in Massachusetts
Professional school counselors in Massachusetts are transforming the way students succeed
in school today. We promote healthy relationships and positive well-being. We are teachers. We are
advocates for our students in their development. We are leaders in our schools. We are systemic
change agents critical to Massachusetts educational reform efforts who encourage academic excellence
and enhance student achievement, thereby enabling Massachusetts to be recognized as a leader in
providing high-quality education for all students.
The school counseling profession has gone through tremendous growth and change since
the early 1900’s when Frank Parsons advocated for the need to assist students in finding a career at
the Bread Winners Institute in Boston.

The school counseling movement accelerated

considerably upon completion of World War II when returning veterans sought higher education
opportunities and needed assistance in that process. While proud of its roots in career and
vocational education, professional school counseling has become much more. Our increasingly
complex society creates multiple issues that youth today must navigate in order to be
successful and productive citizens. Through research and professional practice, school counselors
have developed strategies and materials to support students’ academic and personal/social success
and to provide the skills necessary for workplace success.
21st century professional school counselors work with students individually, in small groups,
and in classrooms to promote the educational mission of the school, community and Commonwealth.
They deliver a proactive and comprehensive program of services focusing on student career and
postsecondary goals, improving academic performance, and providing responsive counseling services
for issues such as depression, anxiety, and loss. Massachusetts can be proud of their school counselors’
proactive support and advocacy for all students to achieve their fullest potential.
The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) certifies sixteen graduate programs in Massachusetts, which lead to certification as a school guidance counselor.1
This training is grounded in the recently developed and DESE endorsed MA Model for Comprehensive
School Counseling programs (MA Model)2 – a blueprint for 21st century school counseling practice
in Massachusetts. It is based on the American School Counselor Association’s (ASCA) National
Model3 and National Standards4, which provide a clear foundation for the role of the 21st century
school counselor. Counselor education programs teach leading-edge theories and philosophies,
promote high standards for professional practice based on the ASCA competencies for professional
school counselors, and provide practicum experiences and seminars about school counselor roles
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and practices in forward thinking, dynamic schools. School counselor preparation programs
provide a common framework and structure for educating future school counselors throughout the
Commonwealth, much like the Curriculum Frameworks that guide K-12 education.
Since comprehensive developmental counseling and guidance is now the national norm and
Massachusetts school counselors are working hard to implement professional best practices, on-going
and high quality professional development training for school counseling practitioners is essential for
maintaining the diversity of skills needed to assist their students. School counselors need to
assess the impact of programs and services to answer the question: “Are students more
academically successful or more prepared for workplace success as a result of participation in the
school counseling program or services?” They need specialized training in data collection,
analysis and data interpretation to guide decision making and interventions. They need to
maintain current knowledge of mental health issues and societal influences impacting their students
and schools. And it is important for counselors to be aware of the legal and ethical standards of the
profession and the laws that are integral to their practice. The Massachusetts School Counselors Association (MASCA) is recognized as a provider of quality professional development training.
Diverse school wide relationships make professional school counselors unique. Counselors
are found in classrooms teaching, co-teaching and consulting. They provide a vital presence at
school, district, parent, community and administrative meetings. They work with all stakeholders –
students, parents, staff, administration, school boards and community members. They are
collaborative leaders who facilitate programs and initiatives that create educational equity for all
students. Effective school counselors have a broad-based educational perspective, know the pulse of
the school, and have the knowledge necessary to promote change and to support academic success.
The students of the Commonwealth are entitled to the best possible education, and Massachusetts
school counselors are in the forefront of making that a reality.
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School Transitions
Significant transitions of various types occur throughout the educational journey. From the
kindergartner’s first step on the bus until the senior’s walk across the stage at graduation, students in
American public schools experience numerous changes as individuals and as a community. School
counselors are uniquely qualified to assist students through the educational transitions that they
experience, helping them to reach their full potential. Proactive school counseling programming and
interventions can support student success through every key transition that occurs. The
Commonwealth Readiness Project5 challenges educators in Massachusetts to become leaders in
public education. As we work toward this becoming reality, school counselors are positioned to
provide a key role in ensuring that all students transition smoothly into school, between schools,
and into life beyond schooling.
The primary role of many secondary school counselors is to support students’ transition to
post-secondary education, and, as a college degree becomes more critical for success in our society,
helping students make this transition successfully becomes more crucial. According to the
Commonwealth Readiness Project, the baseline of educational attainment is now an associate’s
degree, with approximately two-thirds of future jobs requiring some education past high school. 5 The
5th objective of this Readiness Project is to “Provide an education system that enables every student
to transition successfully from high school to higher education, to the work force ready to succeed
and to be a productive, engaged and contributing citizen.” 6
While the ultimate goal for all students is achieving their potential beyond high school, there
are many intermediary transitions along the way. School counselors have the knowledge, skill and
perspective to facilitate this success. As students transition to high school, appropriate course
selection and supports to meet the standards in those courses and to achieve passing scores on MCAS
are imperative. Through classroom interventions, group support, and through individual assistance
for those students who need it, school counselors provide crucial support for students to meet their
educational and career goals K-12. Working within the MA Model, school counselors’ work can help
all students to be successful through each transition they face.
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Workplace Readiness
To be productive adults in our globally competitive economy in the 21st Century, students must
develop strong workplace readiness skills. This is a lifelong process with important lessons occurring
across all K-12 grades as age-appropriate developmental skills are introduced and eventually mastered. Some
of the most basic social skills necessary for success in the workplace— being on time, working with
others, valuing differences— are first explored during elementary school. Middle school students are
required to achieve new and important levels of self-discipline, organization, study habits, and time
management as well as to learn the fundamental academic building blocks for high school and beyond.
High school students begin the journey toward college and/or career exploration needing to learn a
sophisticated set of decision-making, critical thinking, content mastery, and problem-solving skills that
are essential for postsecondary planning and college access success.
Nationally, leaders in government organizations, business and industry representatives, and
educators have identified employment and career skills as absolutely critical. The U.S. Chamber of
Commerce, representing over 3 million businesses, has called to “improve state standards and
assessments regularly, with input from business and higher education, so that students graduate from
high school having demonstrated proficiency on assessments of the core knowledge,
advanced problem-solving skills and critical thinking capacities needed to succeed in both postsecondary education and the workplace.” 7
In Massachusetts, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has developed the
Career Development Education Benchmarks as “guidelines for establishing career development programs
that purposely link career development interventions to learner outcomes that will contribute to future
success and employability.” 8 One of the three primary skill areas is workplace readiness. The
Commonwealth Readiness Project report emphasizes as a distinct goal to “better align the public
education system to real-world needs by analyzing and communicating the academic, skill and training
needs of emerging and high-growth business and industry sectors.” 5 Many other states have also developed
and are encouraging workplace readiness in their frameworks and curriculum.
The ASCA National Standards for Students identify “Career Development” as one of three primary domains with over 40 specific competencies. 4 Within the domain of Career Development, the three core
standards are: Standard A: Students will acquire the skills to investigate the world of work in relation to
knowledge of self and to make informed career decision; Standard B: Students will employ strategies to
achieve future career success and satisfaction; and Standard C: Students will understand the relationship
between personal qualities, education and training and the world of work. 3

The MA Model is linked directly to the MA Career Development Education Benchmarks to
emphasize the strong connection between K-12 preparation for a career through academics and personal
development. These benchmarks define career development comprehensively to include objectives in
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academic/ technical, workplace readiness, and personal/ social domains. This integrated approach to
employability skills is central to school counselors’ approach to professional practice within the MA
Model. Academic skills are fundamental to learning and performing in any job content area, workplace
skills are necessary as broadly applicable and transferable skills across job functions and throughout a
changing career, and personal/social skills are essential to be effective in working groups and relationships.
These priorities and goals form the basis for a school counselor program related to informing and preparing
students for employment and careers.

Benefits
of the MA Model for Comprehensive School Counseling Programs
Benefits for Students
• Provides strategies for closing the achievement gap through data collection, analysis and
program implementation
• Promotes a rigorous academic curriculum for every student
• Provides access to the academic, life and career skills necessary for 21st Century success
• Supports safe and supportive school communities
• Provides connections to community services and programs
• Monitors data to facilitate student improvement
• Ensures student connection to the school counseling program and resources
• Ensures equitable access to educational and career opportunities
• Supports development of academic and personal decision making skills to increase student success
Benefits for Parents or Guardians
• Provides support in advocating for their children’s academic, career, and personal/social development
• Supports business and community partnerships in their children’s learning and career planning
• Promotes comprehensive and inclusive post-secondary planning
• Invites access to school and community resources
• Provides training and informational workshops
• Connects to community- and school-based services
• Provides data for continuous information on student progress
Benefits for Teachers
• Promotes an interdisciplinary team approach to address student needs and educational goals
• Increases collaboration between school counselors and teachers
• Fosters consultation
• Supports student social skills that promote positive classroom environments
• Provides a system for co-facilitation of classroom guidance lessons
• Promotes teaming to increase student achievement
• Analyzes data to improve school climate and student achievement

8

Investing in the Potential of all Massachusetts Students

Benefits for Administrators
• Aligns the school counseling program with the school’s academic mission
• Provides a school counseling program which promotes student success
• Monitors data for school improvement
• Articulates a process for evaluating a school counseling program
• Uses data to jointly develop school counseling goals and school counselor responsibilities
• Provides useful data for grant applications and funding sources
• Provides a proactive school guidance curriculum addressing the students’ needs and enhancing school climate
Benefits for School Boards
• Provides a rationale based on data for implementing an effective, comprehensive school counseling program
• Ensures equity and access to a quality school counseling program for every student
• Demonstrates the need for appropriate levels of funding
• Articulates appropriate credentials and staffing ratios
• Informs the community about school counseling program success
• Supports standards-based programs
• Provides data about improved student achievement
Benefits for Post-Secondary Education
• Enhances transition of students to post-secondary institutions
• Prepares every student for advanced educational opportunities
• Motivates every student to seek a wide range of substantial, post-secondary options, including college
• Encourages and supports rigorous academic preparation
• Promotes equity and access to post-secondary education for every student
Benefits for Student Services Personnel
• Defines the school counseling program
• Maximizes collaborative teaming to ensure individual student success
• Uses school counseling program data to maximize the benefit to individual student growth
• Increases collaboration for utilizing school and community resources
Benefits for Community: Business, Labor, and Industry
• Increases opportunities for business, industry, and labor to actively participate in the school counseling program
• Builds collaboration, which enhances a student’s post-secondary success
• Connects business, industry, and labor to students and families
• Provides a workforce with a stronger academic foundation
Benefits for School Counselors
• Defines responsibilities within the context of a school counseling program
• Eliminates non-school counseling program activities
• Supports access to every student
• Provides a tool for program management, implementation, and accountability
• Recognizes school counselors as leaders, advocates, and change agents
• Ensures the school counseling program’s contribution to the school’s mission
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Research
Support for School Counseling
School counselors, like all educational professionals, are making sure that they are
implementing practices with evidence of effectiveness. Some of the research support for school
counseling interventions includes:

Supporting Academic Achievement
• Elementary school students do better on both norm-referenced national tests of academic
knowledge and on state criterion-referenced tests of academic achievement when there is a
comprehensive developmental school counseling program like the MA Model in their school.9
• High school students in schools with comprehensive developmental programs report that they
have higher grades, are being better prepared for the future, have more career and college information
available, and have a more positive climate than comparable schools without such programs.10
• Elementary and middle school students who participate in a school counseling curriculum
intervention that focuses on cognitive, social and self-management skills have shown significantly
stronger math and reading scores on state criterion-referenced academic tests.11
• Group counseling interventions for students at risk of failing have been found to promote academic
achievement.12
• Classroom curricula and counseling interventions about stress reduction techniques can reduce test
anxiety and improve student self-concept, sense of locus of control, appropriate coping strategies,
and test scores.13

Promoting Positive Behaviors
• Guidance curriculum about positive social skills has been found to diminish physically aggressive
behavior and to increase neutral/ prosocial behavior.14
• Classroom curriculum designed to educate HS students about goal-setting, problem-solving,
career exploration, and school resources has been found to significantly improve student behavior,
attitude and knowledge in these areas.15
• Directive behavioral counseling has positive effects on academic achievement with underachieving students.16

• A comprehensive drop-out prevention program involving counseling and tutoring significantly
assisted at-risk students in improving school achievement, self-esteem, and classroom behavior.17

Career Development and Workplace Readiness
• Students who participate in the research based career development curricula (e.g., Real Game) show
significantly more understanding of career possibilities, more future orientation, and more self-efficacy
and school engagement. 18
• Career interventions with middle school students have a direct impact on students’ abilities to
understand their educational choices and the relationship between academic choices and careers.19
• Middle school students demonstrate improved knowledge and performance in math and science
courses after participating in a math and science career awareness intervention.20
• High school students who participated in connecting activities opportunities had an average
increase of 0.51 points in skill development from their first review to their second and had just
over a 20 percentage point performance rating advantage in earning their MCAS Competency
Determination over peers who did not participate in such activities.21
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Emerging Best Practices in School Counseling
As our culture and educational institutions change, school counseling practices are emerging
to better meet the needs of today’s students. School counselors are accomplishing this by:
• Preparing and delivering classroom guidance lessons which impact all students in a preventative
and proactive manner.
• Using data informed practice to determine which students are not being adequately serviced.
• Using data to improve program delivery and implementation.
• Ensuring that all students are college-ready, whether or not they choose to enter a post-secondary
education immediately after high school.
• Providing students with access to the academic, life and career skills necessary for 21st Century success.
• Providing the necessary college and career education so that all students can make informed choices.
• Creating job readiness programs that include job shadowing, internships, and career education curriculum.
• Collaborating with industry associations such as the MA Biotech Council through their BioEd
Foundation, which partners with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to implement
the guidance-led Life Science Career Development initiative.
• Increasing articulation agreements and dual enrollment opportunities with higher education.
• Utilizing technology and software such as Kuder, Naviance, Connect.edu, and the MA Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education Student Information System to provide ways of organizing and
accessing student outcome data, and career and college information.

Supporting School Counseling Efforts
School counselors using the MA Model collaborate with all colleagues in the school building in
support of student achievement. When all educators work together, educational outcomes improve. The
following lists are suggestions for how key stakeholders can support school counseling efforts.

Families
• Request that the MA Model be implemented in your school
• Respond to school counselor family involvement and outreach efforts
• Attend workshops, programs and guidance information sessions about course selection and career and
college opportunities

Principals/Superintendents
• Require the school counselors follow the MA Model
• Facilitate classroom time for counselors to implement guidance curriculum interventions
• Purchase the software technology that helps counselors deliver more effective and efficient services
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• Involve school counselors in school decision making and improvement planning
• Use school counseling data to make informed decisions about programming
• Support school counselors in their efforts to build stronger collaboration with teachers and community

Legislature
• Continue to fund state level initiatives like Connecting Activities and Youth Works to support
work and learning internships, career exploration and job shadow activities as well as other
career development resources such as the MA Career Information System website
• Support the recommendations in the Commonwealth Readiness Project related to career counseling
and workplace skill development
• Support and expand collaborative projects between schools and industry (i.e. Bio Tech program)
• Invite MASCA to present at committee meetings and hearings
• Endorse the MA Model as best practice for MA school counseling programs

Teachers’ Associations
• Endorse the MA Model
• Collaborate with MASCA to provide professional development appropriate for school counselors
• Encourage members to collaborate and team with school counselors to promote the goals of
school improvement

Business & Industry
• Respond to and seek out opportunities to partner with local school districts
• Support and encourage employees to provide job shadowing and other activities to allow students of
all ages to visit the workplace
• Support and encourage employees to attend career days, career fairs, and other career events at local schools
• Coordinate internship and summer employment opportunities with high schools
• Promote the importance of workplace readiness skills with the state legislature and reiterate the role
of school counselors in teaching those skills

Closing Thoughts
The time is ripe to make a positive impact on the lives of students throughout the Commonwealth.
In order for students to be adequately prepared for 21st century success they must be able to succeed
academically and plan for their futures, all while handling the complex emotional and social demands
placed upon them. School counselors are uniquely qualified to impact student achievement as we invest
in the potential of all students. We readily accept this challenge and look forward to the journey.
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About MASCA
The Massachusetts School Counselors Association was
founded in 1961 as a way to promote, improve and expand the
guidance and counseling profession in the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts. Membership is open to school counselors who
work in public and private elementary, middle/junior high and
secondary schools as well as counselor educators, graduate
students, post-secondary counselors and retired counselors.
MASCA is one of the fifty state chartered divisions of the
American School Counselor Association (ASCA).
The mission of MASCA is to advocate for school
counselors in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts by providing
leadership, collaboration and professional development.
MASCA publishes the Counselor’s Notebook, our
newsletter, ten times during the year. We also have an online
a directory of school counselors and names of each school in the
state and contact information, which is also accessible on our
website (www.masca.org). MASCA is by a Governing Board
consisting of elected officers, committee chairs, appointed
members and representatives of each of the sixteen affiliates.
There are twelve standing committees which do the bulk of
the programming for the organization. Members receive
discounts for all professional development programs, which
currently include a fall and spring conference, one-day
workshops and summer institutes.
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MASCA
www.masca.org
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