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and ongoing discussion points. 
Some school counselors may still ques-

tion their professional identity, leadership 
preparation, ability to lead or effective-
ness of their current leadership practices. 
However, others are forging through the 
challenges and responding to the call. 

Across the nation, school counselors are 
participating in professional development 
trainings to further develop their knowledge 
and skills about ways to implement cutting-
edge comprehensive school counseling pro-
grams and become key leaders and partners 
in preparing students to be college- and 
career-ready for the global economy. 

Leadership is the transformative tool, 
the absolute skill and the essential practice 
to catapult school counselors’ capacity 
to respond to educational initiatives and 
prepare all students to be college- and 
career-ready. Leadership is a capacity all 
school counselors can learn. So, what more 
is needed? How do we move beyond cur-
rent roles to daily school counselor leader 
practices that foster consistent and ongoing 
school counselor leadership practices lead-
ing to improved outcomes for all students? 
What does it mean to be a school counselor 
leader who initiates individual and col-
laborative efforts to improve outcomes for 

What does it mean to be a school counselor 
leader? Do you think of leadership in the 
context of supervision and evaluation only? 

Or do you think of a leader as one with 
the ability to organize, someone who can 
initiate innovative solutions to issues, com-
municate effectively, multi-task or relate to 
individuals from various linguistic and cul-
tural backgrounds? 

Perhaps you believe being a school coun-
selor leader is simply the ability to chart a 
vision for student success. All of the afore-
mentioned, and more, are characteristic of 
school counselor leaders. Whether intention-
al or not, school counselors engage in leader-
ship practices. Leading in schools requires 
understanding kids; school counselors under-
stand kids and can relate to their needs. 

Yet, challenges remain. Disproportionate 
student-to-school-counselor ratios, low 
student attendance rates, pervasive achieve-
ment gaps, high suspension rates, inequi-
table enrollment practices, disenfranchised 
parents and limited partnerships create a 
daunting task to implement sustainable 
comprehensive school counseling programs. 
Moreover, stakeholder perceptions about 
school counselors’ role in education reform 
and the acceptance that leadership reaches 
beyond the principal are continual barriers 

Building-Level  
Leadership 
It doesn’t matter if you supervise other school counselors 
or not. You still have the ability – and imperative – to be 
a school counselor leader.
By Anita Young, Ph.D.
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all students? How can school counselor 
leaders ensure accountable and equitable 
leadership practices that are intentional 
and not random acts of improvement?

Leadership Beliefs
Cliché or not, beliefs do drive our 
actions. Examining beliefs about stu-
dent expectations is the first step to 
guide leadership ideals and practices. A 
school counselor leader should be able 
to articulate the rationale for the school 
counseling vision, its alignment with the 
instructional vision and how it trans-
lates to robust student outcomes. Reflect 
on your personal beliefs for a moment. 
Are your personal beliefs about leader-
ship congruent or incongruent with 
the school and district goals to prepare 
students to be college- and career-ready? 
What leadership characteristics do you 
believe are essential for school counselor 
leaders? How do leadership characteris-
tics shape leadership practices that pro-
duce equitable outcomes for students? 
Not only should school counselors chart 
the course for the school counseling pro-
gram’s vision but they should also estab-
lish an individual professional vision 
based on their personal beliefs about 
serving all students. What barriers are 
preventing you from authentic school 
counselor leadership practices? 

School counselor leaders at all levels 
should understand eliminating oppor-
tunity barriers and increasing access to 

Leadership Activity 
What are your leadership strengths? What practices validate your leadership skills? Use the school counselor leadership assessment activity adapted 
from “School Counselor Leadership: An Essential Practice” to assess your current practices. How can you move your “no” or “in progress” to “yes”? 

should collect and analyze to increase 
college and career readiness and with 
whom to share the data. School coun-
selor leaders should use data-driven deci-
sions to inform their actions. 

Committed school counselor leaders 
identify and call attention to policies and 
practices that disadvantage particular 
groups of students and use outcome data 
to advocate for change. They are also 
aware of the influence power and oppres-
sion can have on educational outcomes. 
School counselor leaders must ensure 
access, equity and attainment are realities 
for all students. How do current practices 
in your building limit or promote student 
access to courses of rigor? Are your cur-
rent practices inclusive for all ethnic, 
racial, LBGTQ and other subgroups?

Leadership in Practice
Belief in students, use of data, seeking 
partnership, advocating for all students 
and seeking equitable outcomes ground 
effective school counselor leadership 
principles. The presence of identifi-
able leadership characteristics is also 
an important component for effective 
school counselor leadership practices 
necessary for sustainable school coun-
seling programs. Trustworthy, confi-
dent, intelligent and organized are often 
considered traditional leadership charac-
teristics and are also identifiable school 
counselor leadership characteristics. 
Consider, specifically, the leadership 

Reflect on your 
personal beliefs for 
a moment. Are your 
personal beliefs about 
leadership congruent 
or incongruent with 
the school and district 
goals to prepare 
students to be college- 
and career-ready?

School Counselor Leadership Survey Yes No In Progress

Accomplish goals with certainty

Find resources to secure what is needed to improve services for all students

Advocate for marginalized students 

Share innovative ideas

Actively work with stakeholders to implement comprehensive  
school counseling programs

Remain positive when faced with barriers impeding student success

Can persuade others to gain buy-in

Accomplish goals that have systemic impact

Ask for help to advocate on behalf of students and parents

Have confidence in ability to lead

courses of rigor are critical tasks that 
must be undertaken to close achievement 
gaps. Reading current school counseling 
research, aggregating and disaggregat-
ing data and applying evidence-based 
practices are a must to shape policies to 
prepare students for optimal outcomes. 
School counselor leaders should be able 
to determine what type of data they 



characteristics, skills and practices 
unique to school counselors. The follow-
ing recommendations, based on findings 
from a national school counselor lead-
ership survey, are provided to increase 
school counselor leadership capacity. 
The five characteristics are not exhaus-
tive, and the highlighted practices may 
be used independently or collectively 
depending on the situation and context. 
They are: resourceful problem-solving, 
systemic collaboration, interpersonal 
influence, social justice advocacy and 
professional efficacy. 

Resourceful problem-solving: School 
counselors are faced with daily dilem-
mas that frequently are beyond the 
scope and practice of their prepara-
tion and training. Parents enter school 
counseling offices with specific concerns 
and rely on the school counselor to 
know what is best. Students’ verbal and 
non-verbal communications tell you 
there is a void that needs to be filled or 
a situation to be resolved. More often 

with limited financial resources, low 
parental participation and widening 
achievement gaps. 

Systemic collaboration: Change rare-
ly occurs in isolation; effecting change 
requires active engagement with stake-
holders. Systemic collaboration is about 
forming alliances and partnerships 
to accomplish the desired outcomes. 
Systemic collaboration requires creativ-
ity and innovation to systemically align 
services with the instructional vision 
and mission. Systemic collaborators 
begin with the end in mind and have a 
clear vision for how to accomplish goals. 
They are creative, critical thinkers will-
ing to share their innovativeness with 
colleagues. In some ways, resourceful 
problem-solving and systemic collabora-
tion can be reciprocal.

Example: A school counselor leader 
might take the initiative to develop a 
district school counseling collaborative 
team composed of school counseling 
representatives from each school in 

than not, school counselors are able to 
address the concern, respond to the situ-
ation and gather immediate answers. 
School counselor leaders are resource-
ful and know where and how to find 
sustainable solutions. Resourceful prob-
lem-solving practices refer to a school 
counselor leader’s willingness and 
ability to exceed expectations to secure 
resources, initiate services and programs 
and eliminate situational circumstances 
to improve student achievement. They 
resolve issues through a goal-oriented 
lens and critically evaluate them. They 
secure resources to initiate programs 
and remove barriers for all students, 
especially marginalized individuals. 
Collecting and analyzing data become 
key catalysts to minimize reactive ten-
dencies, identify goals and determine 
necessary interventions. 

Example: A school counselor might 
establish business partnerships to spon-
sor college field trips for first-genera-
tion middle school students in a school 
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the district with the goal of developing 
school counseling practices that more 
closely align with district goals and 
initiatives. Similarly, a school counselor 
leader might develop a curriculum guide 
from achievement, attendance or behav-
ior outcome data.

Interpersonal influence: School coun-
selors interact with students, parents, 
teachers and administrators on a daily 
basis. Charisma and social capital are 
worthy leadership characteristics nec-
essary to motivate followers and gain 
buy-in. School counselors who practice 
interpersonal influence understand 
administrative politics and are capable 
of navigating through school and district 
systems to gain the necessary buy-in. 

Example: A school counselor leader 
will broker opportunities to present out-
come data to school board members to 
advocate for additional school counsel-
ing positions or will use interpersonal 
skills to persuade advisory council 
members to support a particular school 
counseling initiative. 

Social justice advocacy: School coun-
selor leaders are culturally responsive 
change agents who know how to inte-
grate instructional and school counseling 
best practices. Social justice advocacy 
practices require a willingness to take 
risks for students without crossing ethi-
cal boundaries. It means thinking out-
side the box to challenge the status quo 
and respond to inequities. It means advo-
cating for system policies that effectively 
serve the educational needs of targeted 
student groups and marginalized popula-
tions. The systemic impact of interper-
sonal influence promotes teaching others 
to self-advocate. Social justice advocate 
leaders know how to model excellence. 

Example: A school counselor leader 
will question inequitable enrollment pat-
terns by sharing disaggregated data with 
stakeholders and provide recommenda-
tions based on the findings. A school 
counselor leader will “own” the imple-
mentation of school counseling services.

Professional efficacy: School coun-
selor leaders should be confident in their 
ability to communicate the vision of 
the school counseling program and col-
laborate to accomplish identified goals. 
Professional efficacy is exemplified in 
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the confidence that school counselors 
need to effect change. School counselor 
leaders practicing this characteristic 
remain calm when faced with adver-
sity and believe they have the ability to 
improve student outcomes. They view 
themselves as leaders and change agents.

Example: Practicing professional self-
efficacy means volunteering to mentor 
new school counselors or designing a 
model to train future school counselor 
leaders. It means applying for a school 
counseling supervisory position.

You Are a Leader
School counselors at all levels are in the 
best position to leverage their leadership 
capacity. If you are a school counselor 
and one or all of the aforementioned 
leadership characteristics resonate in 
your daily practices, consider yourself 
a horizontal leader. Horizontal school 
counselor leaders serve as change agents 
in their current settings. They lead col-
laborative partnerships and efforts with 

accountability strategies to challenge 
the status quo

•	 persuade colleagues and build 
consensus

•	 identify and accomplish goals with 
confidence

•	 exceed expectations when accomplish-
ing tasks

•	 accept the responsibility to lead
•	 acquire a leadership mindset

Your challenges may be many; howev-
er, leadership will help you overcome the 
obstacles. Build your leadership capacity 
to increase your ability to analyze data, 
advocate for all students, collaborate to 
form partnerships and effect systemic 
change. Decide to lead.
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stakeholders. They lead change efforts 
within their current role to improve 
outcomes for all students by initiating 
services or programs. Vertical leaders 
incorporate all aspects of horizontal 
leadership and expand to include a 
responsibility to develop leadership 
through professional development train-
ing for the school counseling profession-
als they supervise. 

When school counselors accept the 
responsibility to lead, they are able to 
fully engage in transformative tenets 
and identify system barriers impeding 
academic success. School counselor 
leaders:
•	 use multiple strategies and resources to 

solve problems
•	 build partnerships and engage all 

stakeholders
•	 navigate through the politics of 

systems
•	 advocate for equitable services for all 

students with a courageous stance
•	 excel in the use of appropriate 




