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In September 2004, Washington Technology Magnet School in Saint Paul, Minn., implemented the ASCA National Model. Washington had a difficult 2003–04 school year, with many students interrupting learning by being defiant, disruptive and violent. There was a high rate of suspensions and fighting, and many students reported not feeling safe in school. 

The ASCA National Model helped Washington greatly improve its learning environment, which contributed to student academic gains. Although this academic increase can’t solely be attributed to the positive school climate, it was a big factor in Washington’s success. The ASCA National Model helped administrators, teachers, school counselors and the rest of the staff work together to build positive relationships with students and their families. 

Just one year after implementing the ASCA National Model, in-school suspensions were down 59 percent and standardized test scores rose 16 percent in reading and 17 percent in math. Over the course of the next two years, Washington Technology Magnet School continued witnessing improvements in academic performance, behaviors and attendance. 

Washington Middle School has 791 students, with 46 percent Hmong 33 percent African American or African immigrants, 8 percent Hispanic, 6 percent white, 5 percent other and 2 percent American Indian. Ninety-four percent receive free/reduced lunch. 

School counselors were determined to be leaders in efforts to improve student academic performance, behaviors and attendance. However, the school counselors couldn’t create systemic change by working alone. As a Chinese Proverb states, “One bamboo does not make a raft.” The school counseling team made efforts to work together with other staff members, students, parents and community members to create systemic change. This collaboration was one of the biggest areas of success at Washington. 

The school counselors also advocated for all students by promoting academic rigor and a positive learning environment. More students were challenged and prepared to take advanced courses. Washington previously had a group of teachers with an attitude of “those darn kids.” The school counseling team advocated for and promoted a paradigm shift to the attitude of “our kids.” Washington greatly benefited from this paradigm shift.

Foundation
Beliefs and philosophy: The school counseling team met at the end of the school year and exchanged their beliefs and philosophy statements. The team decided to continue focusing on student behavior but expanded interventions to address attendance and academic performance issues. 

Mission statement: The mission statement for the 2004–05 school year was: We are focused on improving academic achievement and student behavior with proactive schoolwide programs and targeted interventions for specific students. The goal is that school staff will collaborate to make Washington an even more positive place to learn and teach.

This mission was statement was modified for the 2006–07 school year to: We are committed to improving student behavior, attendance and academic performance.

This statement omitted anything about the personal/social domain, which bothered one of the school counselors on the team. It was eventually decided to leave the mission statement this simple while realizing that helping students with personal/social issues would lead to improved academic performance, attendance and behaviors. 

Management System
Management agreements: The school counseling team met with the principal at the end of the second year of ASCA National Model implementation. The principal and team members reviewed the attendance, behavior and academic data, as well as the student, staff and parent survey data. Improved student behavior and a more positive learning environment were reflected in the previous year’s data. The principal agreed it was essential to continue efforts to improve student behavior while including more attendance and academic performance schoolwide programs and targeted interventions for specific students. The principal decided to add a counselor, bringing the department up to three school counselors. The principal also put a teaching assistant in charge of testing. He approved these changes because he saw how school counselors help students achieve more success. 

Action plans: School counselors were leaders in the homeroom committee. The committee was composed of school counselors and teachers. They created monthly themes and weekly topics based on data and teachers’ input. School counselors wrote weekly homeroom lessons that were delivered by teachers and counselors. The first month’s theme was “Ready to Learn” and included weekly topics of how to use a planner, how to use a binder, motivation and parents using the Internet to track grades. Other monthly topics included “Responsibility,” “Respect,” “Career Skills and Interests” and “Gang Prevention.” In an August meeting, the administrators and teachers agreed to the homeroom plan but requested a few modifications. 

The staff also decided on goals for the year in the August meeting. The staff was more committed to the schoolwide programs because they were part of the planning process and goal setting. The staff goals were:

• 25 percent reduction in office referrals
• 2 percent increase in attendance
• 20 percent decrease in students failing classes
• 100 percent of students creating an individual plan

Use of data: School counselors monitored daily attendance, monthly behavior referrals and grades by each five-week grading period. The support staff split up the students with the most prevalent behavior, attendance and academic problems. These students received weekly individual or group counseling by the support staff member to whom they were assigned.

Staff received monthly reports that updated how Washington was doing on meeting its goals. For example, staff received a monthly report documenting the increase or decrease in number of behavior referrals compared with the previous year. Support staff and administrators also received a monthly report listing which students had the most behavior referrals. Attendance was tracked by a daily attendance percentage for Washington and monthly reports for students with the most absences. 

Closing the gap: Students who failed the most classes in seventh grade were given special interventions, such as smaller homerooms and an elective where the teachers and school counselors would track grades, communicate with parents and provide tutoring. 

African-Americans comprised 86 percent of the students with the most behavior referrals. The school counseling team decided to create a plan to help these students be more successful in school. This plan included weekly meetings with a support staff member, increased parent communication, calls to parents when the student had a good week, the use of mentors and tutors, speeches/meetings by successful African-Americans in the community and small-group counseling.

Use of time: Steven Covey wrote, “Don’t prioritize your schedule, but schedule your priorities.” The school counseling team members followed this motto, scheduling time to improve student performance through schoolwide programs, classroom lessons, group counseling and individual planning and counseling. They abided by the ASCA’s recommended time distribution for guidance curriculum, individual student planning, responsive services and system support. The team also prioritized spending time in the academic, career and personal/social domains. School counselors created a yearly calendar for monthly topics and monthly calendars summarizing where and when the school counselor would be teaching classroom lessons, counseling groups and working with individuals. 

Delivery System
School guidance curriculum: The school guidance curriculum was developed based on the action plan and followed the monthly themes and weekly topics. Teachers and the school counseling team created the action plan from needs assessments and the mission statement. 

Homeroom teachers taught the guidance lessons once a week. The school counselors also taught lessons in homerooms and follow-up lessons throughout the school day. 

The school counseling team created a student leadership team to support the monthly themes. These students made a weekly video, posters and morning announcements about the weekly topics. For example, the students created videos that included skits on how to prevent bullying and interviews about the negative effects of gangs. These popular videos were shown to the entire school every Friday. Additionally, members of the student leadership team taught the guidance lessons in the homerooms with teachers who chose not to deliver the lessons themselves.

Individual student planning: One goal was that every student would create an individual plan with a school counselor. Starting the second week of school, the eighth-grade school counselor saw five students a day for individual student planning, in order to see every eighth grader by mid-December. In the planning session, they reviewed the student’s standardized test scores and grades. They also discussed how the student handled conflicts, was influenced by friends and developed friendship skills. Students also identified their interests and skills. They created short-term goals and an academic plan to help them achieve their career goals. The school counselor saved an electronic copy of this information and also gave the student a copy at the end of the session. 

When reviewing the students’ academic, attendance and behavior data in August, the support staff created a list of students who had the greatest needs in this area. Each support staff member took a caseload of students from this list. The support staff created a plan on how to help students who were struggling. School counselors documented the number of absences and tardies, grade-point average, number of behavior referrals, whether the school counselor made a positive phone call home and notes summarizing discussions with the student. One of the most successful interventions was calling the students’ homes when they had a good week. 

Responsive services: Mother Teresa once wrote, “We can do no great things; only small things with great love.” This saying helped Washington school counselors in responsive services. The ASCA Ethical Standards provides an excellent framework for when to see students and when to refer them to mental health professionals. Students have enough issues that a school counselor could spend all day dealing with personal/social problems. The school counseling team members planned their days so they could provide an appropriate amount of time in the academic, career and personal/social domains. However, they realized that students with issues such as suicide ideation or abuse must be a school counselor’s first priority. 

School counselors made many referrals to outside agencies for students with the greatest needs. Unfortunately, only 16 percent of the students who were referred to mental health specialists received consistent outside treatment. The school counselors provided support for these students while working with the parents to get outside help.

School counselors were also prepared for crisis. They had a crisis plan if a tragedy occurred in school and for a staff member, student or family member death. 

Many students have similar personal/social issues, such as feeling sad, angry or anxious or having conflicts with other students are a. The school counseling team knows the common causes for these problems and is prepared with interventions such as include goal-setting and coping and resiliency skills. The school counseling team also creates an accepting environment for students by being empathic and good listeners. 

Accountability System
Results reports: Will Rogers said, “Even if you are on the right track, you will get run over if you just sit there.” Result reports let school counselors know if they on the right track and how they should proceed so nobody gets run over. The school counselors generate reports daily and monthly to monitor how students progress with their grades, attendance and behaviors. School counselors use these reports as needs assessments throughout the year and the school counseling team made modifications to their plan when necessary. 

School counselors administered pre-tests in classrooms and discovered that only 14 percent of students knew three appropriate ways to handle conflicts. In a post-test survey, 93 percent of students knew three appropriate ways to handle conflicts.

The result reports showed great gains that Washington had made in three years. Behavior referrals were down 85 percent. Attendance was raised from 91 to 94 percent. Students failed 36 percent fewer classes. A Hmong Boys Truancy group attendance rate rose from 43 to 92 percent. One school counselor had a weekly caseload of 24 students that were seen individually or in groups; 75 percent of the students raised their grades, 83 percent had fewer behavior referrals, and 92 percent had less truancy. 

Collaboration by teachers, administrators, support staff, students, parents and community members was the main cause for the systemic change at Washington. The implementation of the ASCA National Model helped school counselors to be one group of leaders in Washington’s pursuit of excellence. Washington still has much to accomplish, but the school counseling team can continue to provide data-driven programs to help students increase their academic achievement and achieve their goals. 

