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Most U.S. School Districts Have Low Access to
School Counselors

Poor, Diverse, and City School Districts Exhibit Particularly
High Student-to-Counselor Ratios

DouglasJ.Gagnon and MarybethJ.Mattingly

n education today, diverse movements such as the
“whole child” approach, “conveyor belt” services, and KEY FINDINGS
Let’s Move!” share a common understanding that : Only 17.8 percent of school districts meet

children bring a host of needs to school and often require \ the American School Counselor Associa-
more than academic support.' Students living in poverty 1 7_ 8% © tion’s recommended student-to-school
often benefit from more intensive support, as they are :counselor ratio of 250:1 or lower. The
much more likely to come from difficult circumstances : median ratio is 411:1.

such as less stable homes” and more violent environ-

i Although rural districts are the most likely

. . . . . . ' to lack any school counselors, the median
with social or emotional impediments to learning, but by el e T s i s AL

any measure it is substantial.* Addressing the non-cogni- © 380:1, and 25.5 percent meet ASCA
tive challenges these students face is important not only : recommendations.

for them but for their peers, who can experience harmful
spillover effects.” Even students who perform well can face

ments.? It is difficult to estimate the number of children ﬁ

Only 4.2 percent of city districts nationwide

b’ o 0/ : meetorexceed a ratio of 250:1, with the
last mile” hurdles that prevent them from su.ccessfully 4.2 A) | median city district reporting a student-to-
transitioning to suitable college or career options. i counselor ratio of 499:1.
School counselors,* tasked with addressing the aca-
demic, career, personal, and social needs of students, :Access to school counselors varies

considerably across states. Median

1 ial role in bridging th . Perhaps th
pray a crucial ro1e In BrICgIng These gaps. Teriaps e :xl ratios are over 1000:1 in Arizona and

most popularized aspect of their work is cc.)nductmg ! California but under 250:1 in North
one-on-one and small group counseling with students Carolina, North Dakota, Vermont, New
in need, but in addition school counselors often work ! Hampshire, and Montana.

closely with school administrators, teachers, school
support staff, parents, and outside community mem-
bers to design, implement, and evaluate comprehensive  and other improved measures of academic, emotional,

wellness programs within schools. For instance, such and social performance.'® The breadth and consistency
curricula may aim to provide drug abuse awareness, of these findings about the efficacy of school coun-
foster non-cognitive academic skills, or develop appro-  selors’ work provide strong support for establishing
priate social connections.” Additionally, school coun- manageable caseloads. However, we know little about
selors play an important role in meeting the needs of, what types of school districts provide adequate access
and advocating for, students with a disability. to school counselors. In this brief, we examine the level
Consequently, the impact of school counselors may of access to school counselors, and how this access is

be felt throughout schools. Researchers have found that mediated by district demographic and location charac-
greater access to school counselors is associated with teristics. We use a large nationally representative data
higher graduation rates,® fewer disciplinary incidents,’ source compiled from the 2013-2104 Civil Rights Data
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Collection (CRDC), the 2014 Small
Area Income and Poverty Estimates
(SAIPE), and 2007 urban centric
locales made available by the U.S.
Census Bureau to examine trends in
school counselor access. See Box 1 for
a description of variables examined.

Findings

Nearly 90 percent of U.S. school
districts report employing at least
one school counselor (Table 1). The
median student-to-counselor ratio
is 411:1, considerably higher than
the American School Counselor
Association’s (ASCA) recom-
mended ratio of 250:1." In fact,
only 17.8 percent of districts meet
or exceed this recommendation.
There is considerable variability
across districts, with those at the
25th percentile reporting a 292:1
ratio and those at the 75th report-
ing 642:1. Additionally, districts’
student-to-counselor ratios vary
across states, with nearly 10 per-
cent'? of the total variation in ratios
being found between rather than
within states. Figure 1, which shows
the median student-to-counselor
ratio for districts in each state, illus-
trates the range in school counselor
access: in only five states is the
median ratio for school districts at
or below the ASCA-recommended
250:1; in eleven states the median
ratio is more than double that.
Regional trends are apparent, too:
25.1 percent of districts in the
Northeast meet the ASCA recom-
mended ratio; they have a median
ratio of 340:1. The comparable sta-
tistics in the West are 15.2 percent
and 632:1, respectively.

Poor districts and districts
with higher rates of traditionally
disadvantaged races exhibit less
access to school counselors across

Box 1. Definitions

Any school counselor access: A district has “any” access if there is at
least one school counselor employed by the district.

Student-to-school counselor ratio: The number of enrolled students
per school counselor in a district. Due to a skewed distribution and the
presence of districts without any school counselor access (and therefore
an infinite/undefined student-to-school counselor ratio), we examine
median as opposed to mean ratios.

Meeting recommended ratio: A district meets ASCA recommenda-
tions if it has a student-to-school counselor ratio of 250:1 or lower.?

Poverty rate: The percentage of school-aged youth in a school district
who live in a family with income below the official poverty threshold.

Traditionally disadvantaged race composition: The percentage of
non-white/non-Asian students in a district.

Urbanicity: The U.S. Census generates urbanicity coding for U.S.
school districts using four major types: city, suburb, town, and rural.®

Region: A district falls into one of four regions in the country (Northeast,
South, Midwest, and West), determined by U.S. Census designations.

a. Ultimately, the establishment of recommended ratios is based on a confluence of factors, includ-
ing practitioner perceptions, the efficacy of lower ratios, and political factors. For this reason, it us
understandable that recommended ratios are more akin to rules of thumb than they are precise
requirements. We argue that the most important conclusion to take from this is that the evidence
regarding lower caseloads is fairly convincing, and that examining the ratios recommended by pro-
fessional organizations serves as a reasonable benchmark in a study such as this.

b. See https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/rural_locales.asp for complete definitions.

TABLE 1. ACCESS TO SCHOOL COUNSELORS IN THE UNITED STATES, BY REGION

Percentage of Median Student- Percentage of
Districts With to-School Districts Meeting
Any Access Counselor Ratio Recommended Ratio
United States 89.2% 411 17.8%
Northeast 94.2% 340 25.1%
South 93.9% 389 17.5%
Midwest 89.6% 455 15.0%
West 76.0% 632 15.2%

Source: 2013-2014 Civil Rights Data Collection

all examined measures (Table 2). size of many rural districts, those
A slightly more complicated trend  districts that have at least one
emerges across urbanicity. We find  counselor generally exhibit bet-

that rural districts are less likely ter ratios: the median ratio for
than districts in cities, suburbs, or  rural districts is 381:1, and over a
towns to employ a school coun- quarter of rural districts meet the

selor. However, due to the smaller = recommended 250:1.
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FIGURE 1. MEDIAN STUDENT-TO-COUNSELOR RATIO OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS IN EACH STATE

[ ]250:1 or lower
[ 251:1 to 350:1
I 351:1 to 500:1
Il 501:1 to 750:1
Il Higher than 750:1

Note: The ranges for each color category on this map may be interpreted with respect to the ASCA’'s recommended counselor-to-student ratio: a median ratio of 250:1 or
lower (the lightest color) meets the ASCA's recommendation; 251:1 to 350:1 “nearly” meets the recommendation; 351:1 to 500:1 is approaching twice the recommended
ratio; 501:1 to 750:1 is more than double the recommended ratio; more than 750:1 is an extremely high median ratio. Source: 2013-2014 Civil Rights Data Collection

TABLE 2. ACCESS TO SCHOOL COUNSELORS ACROSS DISTRICT POVERTY, RACIAL Discussion
COMPOSITION, URBANICITY, AND REGION

Despite the importance of school

Percentage of ~ Median Student- Percentage of counselors and the trends which
Districts With to-School Districts Meeting suggest that too few students have
Any Access Counselor Ratio Recommended Ratio adequate access to them, school
Poverty Quartile counselor caseloads have increased
1st (most affluent) 91.1% 398 18.6% in the past decade." District
2nd 90.0% 403 19.3% budgetary concerns have caused
3rd 89.7% 410 17.0%

some schools to shed counselor

4th (poorest) 85.8% 435 16.4% .. .

Disadvantaged Race Quartie positions. But unlike some more
1st (lowest rate) 91.1% 370 24.0% visible instances of belt tightening,
2nd 91.8% 390 19.7% such as increased class size, reduc-
3rd 87.6% 435 14.2% tions in school counselors may be

Urb?: I(_rcl:gglzﬂ fatc) B2 61 13:5% at greater risk of going unnoticed."
City 93.7% 499 429 Yet there is reason for optimism:
Suburb 91.7% 446 9.8% public policy can affect access to
Town 94.8% 421 8.3% school counselors. Research has
Rural 85.9% 380 25.5% shown that states can influence

Source: 2013-2014 Civil Rights Data Collection
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the ratios of school health profes-
sionals," and that states with more
progressive policies toward school
counselor staffing show improved
student outcomes.'® It is important
that states acknowledge the role
that school counselors play and
work toward policy solutions to
ensure adequate access to these
professionals. Given the tremen-
dous range across U.S. states in
terms of access to school counsel-
ors, it seems that some states have
more work to do than others.

The most obvious steps that states
can take to improve school coun-
selor access are to establish maxi-
mum caseload requirements and
ensure that schools have adequate
funds to meet such requirements.
The relationship between these
policy levers and a state’s median
school counselor ratio is striking.
For instance, of the seven states
with the highest median ratios
(least access), none have mandated
a maximum student-to-counselor
ratio. Conversely, of the six states
with the lowest median ratios
(greatest access), all either have a
mandated student-to-counselor
ratio or a recommended ratio with
dedicated state funding to help sup-
port counselor access."”

Our finding that districts with
more students in poverty and/
or of a disadvantaged race have
less access is particularly trouble-
some, for a number of reasons.
First, in many states, poor schools
may not have the necessary fund-
ing to support the hiring of school
counselors, so simply highlighting
this lack of disparity may do very

little.'® In addition, the ASCA actu-
ally recommends lighter caseloads
for counselors in such schools, as
the level of student need there is
often greater. Ultimately, the mod-
erate disparities in ratios shown
here may actually underestimate

the true disparities in unmet needs.

Finally, research suggests that low
student-to-counselor ratios are
most effective in high-poverty
schools,” and so the high ratios
found here reveal an acute lost
opportunity for some of our most
desperate schools.

Data

Data analyzed here are merged from
three sources: the 2013-2014 Civil
Rights Data Collection (CRDC),

the 2014 Small Area Income and
Poverty Estimates (SAIPE), and data
collected by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) and the
U.S Census on the urban-centric
locale of school districts. Districts
are merged using NCES district
identification codes. The district
serves as the ideal level of analysis in
this study, as school counselors may
split time between multiple schools
within a district, especially in the
case of smaller schools.”” We exclude
all schools that are juvenile justice
facilities, serve only special-educa-
tion students, or enroll fewer than 10
students. When we merged CRDC
data with SAIPE and NCES data we
dropped 655 districts that lacked
either poverty or urbanicity esti-
mates. Our final sample consists of
12,891 districts in the United States,
representing roughly 95 percent of
traditional districts in the country.
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