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Abstract

Based on the 2010 Multicultural-Social Justice Leadership Development academy presentation,
this article focuses on how school counselors can collaborate with critical stakeholders to help
mitigate barriers to academic success for low-income students and students of color. The
overarching goal of the presentation was to define social justice, collaboration, and present a
multicultural-social justice approach to school-family-community collaboration. The presenters
were two school counselor educators, a mental health counselor educator, and a
college/university counselor educator who all believed in the necessity of working together in
order to help promote academic achievement for all students. In this article, barriers to social
Justice advocacy, strategies for implementing a social justice framework, and implications for
school counselor practice and research are discussed.
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Students of color and those living in poverty stricken communities continue to be marginalized
within our public schools. Educational reform efforts have not been successful at closing
achievement and opportunity gaps for students of color and those from low-income
backgrounds (House & Martin, 1998). It is commonly accepted that numerous polices have
been implemented to address the educational inequities that exist (e.g., No Child Left Behind),
but systemic injustices still remain. Furthermore, a rich body of research demonstrates that
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students are impacted by numerous social, psychological, and environmental factors (Coleman
et al., 1966), and that the current policies in place do not adequately attend to the complex
issues that some students must face on a daily basis (Teale & Scott, 2010). Some of these
issues include poverty, family distress, violence, and other conditions outside of schools that
affect student achievement (Couillard, Garnett, Hutchins, Fawcett, & Maycock et al., 2006;
Flowers & Flowers, 2008).

Responding to student needs by only focusing on improving schools does not guarantee the
drastic changes necessary to enhance student educational outcomes (Noguera, 2003). A
growing body of research highlights the necessity of schools to address the relationship
between the academic challenges students face, and factors related to racial and cultural
background and socioeconomic status (Noguera, 2008).

If our educational system intends to fulfill its commitment to serving all students, especially
those on the fringes of society, and intends to live up to its promise of providing vital avenues
of access and opportunity, school counselors, in conjunction with other important school
stakeholders, must use their unique educational backgrounds and strategic position in schools
to make meaningful change in their schools. In addition to training and preparation, school
counselors must rely on their personalities, experiences, values, beliefs, and emotions (Paisley
& McMahon, 2001).

To combat achievement discrepancies, school counselors and other school stakeholders must
view these problems within the context of all the systems students are involved in (e.g., school,
family, and community) (Noguera, 2003). Moreover, schools cannot successfully tackle these
problems without integrating the efforts of schools, families, and communities (Bryan, 2005;
Griffin & Farris, 2010; Griffin & Steen, 2010). Indeed, the American School Counselor
Association (ASCA) adopted the position that stipulates the role of school counselors in
promoting, facilitating, and advocating for school-family-community partnerships to help meet
all student needs by stating that school counselors must:

Become knowledgeable about community resources and actively pursue
collaboration with family members and community stakeholders; remove barriers
to the successful implementation of school-family-community partnerships (e.g.,
mistrust and miscommunication between parties, resistance to the concept and
practice, transportation and childcare issues, accessible meeting times); and
serve as an advocate, leader, facilitator, initiator, evaluator, and collaborator to
create, enrich, and evaluate the effect of these partnerships on student success
(ASCA, 2010, pg. 43).

School counselors and other school personnel have to expand or change how they respond to
student needs. Targeting students’ academic struggles in isolation from external factors (e.g.,
issues occurring outside of school) limits schools in addressing all of the needs of students in a
way that builds on the assets of students and their communities (Adelman & Taylor, 2002;
Griffin & Farris, 2010). Excessive turnover rates of teachers, principals, central office
administrators, and other staff (Porter & Soper, 2003), poor teacher quality, low morale,
negative school climates (e.g., disproportionate referral and expulsion of students of color), and
limited family involvement cripple the capacity of schools to meet the vast needs of students
(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). Schools that do successfully educate poor and minority
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children explore internal and external factors (Steen & Noguera, 2010). Therefore, school
counselors must strategically tackle the educational challenges students face by engaging
family, community members, and agencies in the school in to help close the achievement gap
and strengthen the surrounding community (Steen & Noguera, 2010).

Defining Social Justice withinthe Context of the Role of a School Counselor

Social justice is based on the belief that all people in the world are equally valuable, have
human rights worth recognizing and respecting, and deserve to live in a just and democratic
society of equal opportunity (Ratts, DeKruyf, & Chen-Hayes, 2007). A social justice approach is
warranted to meet the myriad of needs of students, families, and communities (Bemak, 2000).
School counselors who are social justice change agents have the beliefs, attitudes, knowledge
and skills to identify and take responsibility for eradicating systemic barriers by first recognizing
the educational inequalities that exist for students of color and those from low-income
environments (Ratts et al., 2007). Further, social justice change agents have an awareness of
their own worldviews and biases as well as the desire to become more culturally skilled and
knowledgeable at advocating on behalf of and promoting the empowerment of their students
and families (Arredondo et al., 1996; Ratts et al., 2007). School counselors infusing social
justice ideals into their work must also be culturally competent and willing to learn a variety of
components (e.g. values, history, beliefs) of other cultural groups representing the students and
their families with whom they work.

Despite a vast body of literature that stresses the importance of school counselors in addressing
inequities that exists in schools (Bailey, Getch, & Chen-Hayes, 2003; Cox & Lee, 2007;
Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Singh, Urbano, Haston, & McMahan, 2010), few articles provide
concrete strategies that school counselors can infuse in their practice (Singh et al., 2010).
However, in a study of school counselors who defined themselves as social change agents,
Singh et al. found the following strategies that participants used to enact change in their
schools (using political savvy to navigate power structures, consciousness raising, initiating
difficult dialogues, building intentional relationships, teaching students self-advocacy skills,
using data for marketing, and educating others about the role of school counselor as advocate).
Yet, more research is warranted because many school counselors face barriers when trying to
implement systemic change in the schools. In fact, one of the biggest barriers is the lack of
power that school counselors may hold in their schools. Therefore, in the current article, we
present action strategies school counselors can use to promote school success for students of
color and those from low-income backgrounds. These strategies are based on research,
professional experiences, and the discussions that emerged during the Multicultural-Social
Justice Leadership Development Academy held at the ACA Conference in 2010. These strategies
call for school counselors to function outside of their traditional roles (e.g., individual and group
counseling, classroom guidance, scheduling),and to collaborate with critical stakeholders to
address educational inequities that can affect academic achievement such as biases and
stereotypes towards race/ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status (Kiselica & Robinson,
2001). Next, a summary of the presentation is described as well as the audience feedback and
action strategies that emerged. We conclude with implications for school counseling practice
and research.

The presentation, jointly conducted with Greg Dietz and Derrick Palladino, focused on how
school counselors, clinical mental health counselors, and college counselors can collaborate to
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help mitigate barriers to academic success and promote achievement for students of color and
those from low-income backgrounds who may be at risk of academic failure. The overarching
goal of the presentation was to collectively define social justice and then to present a
multicultural-social justice approach to school-family-community collaboration based on the
presenters’ professional experiences. The presenters were two school counselor educators, a
clinical mental health counselor educator, and a college/university counselor educator. We all
believed in the necessity of working together in order to help promote academic achievement
for all students at different stages of development. To take this approach, one must first
understand the definition of social justice and collaboration. Although numerous definitions of
social justice exist, we conceptualized social justice as addressing and combating educational
inequities that create barriers for all students achieving academic success (Cox & Lee, 2007).
Moreover, we defined school-family-community collaboration as collaborative relationships in
which school counselors, school personnel, students, families, community members and other
school stakeholders work jointly to implement school and community based programs and
activities that improve student academic achievement directly within schools, and indirectly by
attending to the needs that may be hindering students and families from these
accomplishments (Adelman & Taylor, 2000; Bryan, 2005). We expanded this definition by
intentionally acknowledging that the focus on serving students and families moved beyond
addressing their internal struggles to combating the external factors that may hinder students
from being academically successful. After structuring the presentation with a definition of social
justice and school-family-community collaboration, the remaining time was dedicated to
facilitating a critical discourse on the struggles and successes of engaging in such work.
Additionally, time was spent on brainstorming strategies, suggestions, and action plans on
moving forward.

During the presentation, many of the participants shared that they felt restricted in their roles,
particularly clinical mental health settings, to effect systemic change and instead voiced the idea
that change could only occur with buy-in from those in power. More specifically, many of the
participants voiced skepticism at what was really in their control to change. For instance, one
participant said, “this sounds good in theory, but in reality, what can we change?”

In retrospect, now given the time to reflect further on this notion of who controls the power,
our experiences both as former practicing school counselors, and now counselor educators, we
realize that there is great difficulty around putting our lofty ideological claims into practice. Just
like the participants, we both can readily recall experiences with former school administrators in
leadership positions who were the most influential in making changes in the school such as
policies that supported inequitable course selection for students of color and those from low-
income backgrounds (e.g., Advanced Placement courses) and disciplinary actions that were
disproportionately affecting African American and Latino males in the school.

Therefore, it was no surprise when some of the participants shared the following barriers that
they continue to face that can make it difficult to serve low-income and students of color: 1)
limited or lack of funding in order to acquire the necessary resources, 2) minimal knowledge
and understanding of cultural differences (i.e., SES, race/ethnicity), 3) lack of confidence in
leadership abilities, 4) difficulties in knowing what the population needs, 5) not wanting to work
outside the boundaries of the institution, 6) fear of confronting the status quo and not wanting
to bend the rules for some people, 7) being frustrated in taking on a social-justice approach
when feeling like you are working in isolation or fighting a never ending battle, 8) lack of
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adequate and effective communication skills and experience, and 9) working with those that
continue to have a linear, conservative, or mono-cultural perspective versus a more open,
liberal, and inclusive perspective on meeting the needs of students and families. In some cases,
the feelings expressed were readily acknowledged as internal struggles for counselors.
Interestingly, Bemak and Chung (2008) confirm that some of these individual feelings and fears
are common and may be attributed to what they coin as the nice counselor syndrome (NCS),
defined as wanting to be more of a problem-solver as opposed to stressing socially just policies
that may cause more conflict with other school personnel. In some cases, these fears can cause
counselors to choose not to advocate on behalf of underserved populations and instead
maintain the status quo that exists in the schools.

Following this critical discourse, which included listening to the participants narratives,
validating their concerns, and normalizing their perspectives, we proposed to the participants a
call for action in the following manner: In light of the aforementioned struggles and barriers,
how do we overcome the power differentials that exist and create barriers to change, in order
truly be social justice change agents? What are some action strategies we can take?

Several specific strategies emerged from our discussions: 1) practitioners must first develop an
understanding of cultural differences that may exist between various diverse populations as well
as within these populations, 2) practitioners must step outside of their traditional roles that
emphasize serving students and families in isolation from their surrounding environments, 3)
practitioners must develop allies in the community that include professionals, paraprofessionals,
and community members, and take a leadership role in establishing strong collaborations that
are mutually beneficial to all parties received, and 4) practitioners must facilitate dialogues that
encourage direct, open, and honest two-way communications. However, as previously
mentioned, we realize that a gap continues to exist between the ideal and reality. As a first step
towards eliminating this gap, the first author provided the following professional experiences of
ways that inform how she works towards adopting a social justice advocacy emphasis in her
work as a counselor educator.

Dana Griffin: As a counselor educator of school counselors, I tell my students during their
internship class that change is slow to occur. But if they look around and into current policies in
their schools, change does occur. It happens all the time for those who have significant levels
of influence. For example, parents in one school district were not happy with the AP courses
available for their students, so they /obbied for more course offerings. Just one year later-more
AP courses became available. This story is used to illustrate the power of a collective voice.
Further, I emphasize that school counselors must /obby. On this accord, each year, the North
Carolina School Counselor Association participates in Legislative Day. During this event, the goal
is to have school counselors and school counselor trainees from across the state to lobby state
senators and representatives on issues of concern to school counselors and the children they
serve. My students must select an issue that they would like to lobby on and must actually set
up a time to speak to the state senator that represents the district in which they are currently
completing their internship. This calls for them to step outside the traditional role of a school
counselor, collaborate with stakeholders to gather information on the needs of the school and
district, and take a role in discussing important issues with politicians that encourages open,
direct, two-way communications.
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I also require my students to conduct an equity audit in the school where they are interning
(see Holcomb-McCoy, 2007), in which they assess the areas of inequities that exist, and they
must discuss the findings with the school administrator and offer some potential solutions to
these problems. This not only encourages students to be reflective, but it also helps them learn
how to openly communicate with those in charge and discuss those policies that are actually
barriers to promoting school success for low-income and minority students. Students must also
develop an advocacy project and collect data to inform their plans. They must take a
collaborative approach by working with parents, teachers, community agencies, and other
school stakeholders needed to help enact the policy. Finally, they must present this project to
the “school board” and discuss why it should be implemented in the school. Although they do
not have to formerly implement the project, this project provides them with the knowledge and
skills needed to facilitate difficult discussions, provides them with leadership experiences, and
learn how to use allies in the community as they take a collaborative approach towards
systemic change.

I also tell students that as school counselors, they cannot, alone, effect change, and they must
get families and community activists to help generate opportunities to encourage change. I do
share that school counselors have limited power, but it should not stop them from helping
others to try to effect change in the schools. For example, school counselors can provide the
resources needed to help the families themselves navigate and overcome systemic barriers.
Additionally, school counselors can advocate for change at school board meetings, or they can
campaign for those running for leadership positions and help them to get elected in order for
them to have better opportunities to effect change.

Implications for School Counselor Practice

Based on the literature, audience feedback and discussion, and our own personal experiences,
we realize that asking school counselors to become social change agents is asking for school
counselors to take on a lot of responsibility and risk. Indeed, for some, asking school counselors
to functions as leaders in this endeavor is akin to asking counselors to turn in a letter of
resignation. Therefore, we acknowledge that being a social justice change agent is not for
everyone. Nevertheless, we continue to challenge school counselors to work in conjunction with
other important school stakeholders to effect systemic change when those in charge work just
as hard to maintain the status quo.

Unfortunately, research demonstrates that clinical mental health counselors still typically use
traditional methods for client sessions and are inadequately addressing the needs of oppressed
and disenfranchised individuals (D’Andrea & Daniels, 2001). It is safe to assume that at this
current juncture in our profession the same can be said for school counselors who work in
diverse school populations, especially those in low-income and large minority populations
(Steen & Rudd, 2009).

Taking a social justice approach to school counseling calls for school counselors to be prepared
to question authority, challenge the injustices they see in their schools, and work collaboratively
with each other (Bemak & Chung, 2008). Based on the feedback from presentation participants,
we believe school counselors should be prepared as social justice advocates in their training
program, in order to integrate the demeanor needed to be social justice advocates in the field.
To help facilitate this, counselor educators should infuse social justice advocacy into their
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mission statement and philosophy and model social justice advocacy in their work (Pennymon,
2005). Further, counselors must be multiculturally competent. Despite the development of the
American Counseling Association Advocacy Competencies, counselors and counselor educators
often fail to point out how cultural differences continue to play a role in creating or maintaining
client problems (Ivey & Ivey, 2005).

However, we admit that school counselors cannot and should not do this in isolation. They must
work in conjunction with others who have the same core beliefs of promoting student
achievement for all students. Therefore, school counselors in the face of opposition must also
help others lead the charge and take a stand against injustices and inequalities that exist in the
schools. Only then will school counselors afford themselves the chance to see change toward
transformative ends. Following are some action strategies that emerged from the presentation
that school counselors can take as they begin their quest towards becoming social justice
change agents. Although all of the strategies do not include information specifically emphasizing
collaboration, we believe school counselors cannot act in isolation in order to make the greatest
impact. Nevertheless, the action strategies are below:

1) Develop cultural competencies. School counselors must first have, at minimum,
basic cultural competencies in order to be social justice change agents.

2) Use data to support your work. School counselors can collect all types of data
(e.g., process data, program evaluation data, or school related variables), or use
existing data (e.g., attendance data, report cards) to analyze and demonstrate
how current policies are not meeting the needs of low-income and minority
students of color and those from low-income backgrounds. Our premise is to let
the data do the talking. In other words, do not rely on only sharing what you
know in words, but also show it with the data. Unfortunately, some school
counselors are less likely to collect and analyze data because of a lack of skill
(Steen & Rudd, 2009). If this holds true for you then consider soliciting the
support of others who may have this skill set (e.g., technology resource teacher,
central office administrator). But do not let the lack of skill prevent the use of
data to highlight educational inequities.

3) Gain allies. School counselors would be wise to develop and cultivate the support
from others who hold the same core beliefs and a similar mission for exposing
and counteracting social injustices. In the end, the time spent on building these
relationships should be beneficial because collectively tackling these significant
problems may prove to be more successful then going about it by oneself.

4) Speak up. School counselors should learn to let their opinions and oppositions to
certain things that occur in the school be known. School counselors should
consider attending school board meetings and speaking about inequalities that
occur in the school, or writing to their state legislators. However, it is imperative
that tentative solutions for these issues are also voiced. Solutions should be
presented tentatively because the most strategic solutions will emerge from a
collective body of individuals who would be most invested in the problem. Along
the same lines, school counselors can help others (e.g., disenfranchised students
and families) who may be less likely to share their opinions do so by providing a
venue for them. For example, school counselors can use focus groups, written
letters, or town hall style meetings for others to give their input.
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5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

Educate and empower parents and families. School counselors can provide
parents and families with the necessary resources and knowledge about school
issues. Parents and families can learn strategies to help their students navigate
the school system. Essentially, school counselors can help disenfranchised
families to understand and use the same strategies to overcome barriers that
other more privileged parents use. For instance, school counselors can teach
families the math progression for students in order to know the importance of
taking Algebra in Middle school or reaching a level beyond Algebra II. In another
example, school counselors can consider helping families understand how to
advocate for their children to apply for gifted programs or other supplemental
education programs available in the school or school district.

Stay politically engaged. School counselors can get involved in the political arena
by running for a local educational association, or a community board.
Nevertheless, one does not have to be a board member to be aware of and
knowledgeable about the current political environment on the local, state and
national level concerning issues relevant to the students and families being
served. School counselors should remain engaged in the politics impacting their
school and surrounding communities. As a result, this involvement will allow
school counselors to approach their work more broadly (Steen & Noguera, 2010).
This knowledge base also can inform both short term and long term planning
concerning the goals of the school counselor’s school counseling programs.

Be bold. It is imperative that school counselors not operate in fear. Fear can be
paralyzing; therefore, one must be confident in what they believe in and act on
it. Rosa Parks is quoted as stating, “I've learned over the years that when one’s
mind is made up, this diminished fear and knowing what must be done does
away with fear.” These are words of wisdom that can be used to guide the work
of school counselors desiring to advocate on behalf of those often overlooked or
underserved in schools.

Be persistent. School counselors have to be willing to keep working to remove
barriers to systemic change even in the face of opposition or when it feels like no
progress is being made. Moreover, it is inevitable there will be times when one
may feel like they have no support or are the only ones passionate about the
problems. In these moments, school counselors must remember to never give
up. The needs of many our nation’s schools and communities are so great that
any victory no matter how small, or no matter how long it takes, is well worth it.

Conduct research. School counselors have the knowledge, skills, and available
data to conduct the necessary research that can demonstrate the needs for more
equitable practices.

Implications for Research

Therefore, one way to gain buy-in from important school stakeholders and to emphasize the
necessity for a social justice counseling approach is by using action research data (Dahir &
Stone, 2009; Whiston, 2002). Action research data can provide counselors with the information
needed to develop and implement programs that contribute to systemic change (Dahir & Stone,
2009). Action research is a cyclical process that includes developing a hypothesis, gathering
data, interpreting the data and then applying the results to improve practice (Dahir & Stone,
2009; Sagor, 2005).
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School counselors, using action research in a social justice approach, can incorporate some of
the action strategies listed, and provide the evidence needed to show how their interventions
help or hinder students of color or low-income students. In addition to disseminating the data
to school administrators, school counselors can also disseminate the data at school board
meetings, state level conferences and meetings, and state departments of education. Some
action research questions counselors can explore include:

e What are the effects of tracking on student academic engagement, motivation,
and self-concept?

e What are the effects of working with both mental health counselors and
university counselors on African American, Latino, and low-income students’ high
school graduation rates and college-going rates?

e What internal and external differences exist between African American, Latino,
and low-income students who attend college versus those who do not?

e What do teachers, administrators, and other school staff see as the most
important goals to work on in the school?

e What are the effects of parental involvement on African American, Latino, and
low-income student’s high school graduate rates and college-going rates?

School personnel who use action research can be instrumental in promoting school reform,
rather than accepting the status quo (Marzano, 2003). Further, using data to inform practices
and develop equitable programs and policies allows school counselors to highlight inequities in
schools and therefore engage in social justice advocacy work (Dahir & Stone, 2009).

Conclusion

The Multicultural-Social Justice Leadership Academy provided a great environment for
discussing the barriers and challenges to infusing social justice advocacy work into the
counseling profession. Both the presenters and participants, who attended the Academy to
explore leadership and advocacy dispositions, were able to collectively gain much insight from
the professional experiences of all who were involved in this critical discourse. This information
was stimulating and afforded the opportunity to consider ideals and realities when confronting
resistance and overcoming challenges when serving many of our nation’s low-income students
and students of color.

In sum, a multicultural-social justice approach to collaboration calls for school counselors to
step outside their traditional roles and to collaborate with important stakeholders to ensure
access to equitable educational and programming opportunities for all students, regardless of
cultural differences such as race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status. Although ASCA has
developed a new position statement on collaboration, it does not address the need for a social
justice approach to collaboration, nor does it state how to implement this in one’s practice
(Steen & Rudd, 2009). In the current article, we provide some action items that may help to
combat achievement and opportunity gaps that may exist for students of color and those from
low-income backgrounds (Bemak & Chung, 2008). The Academy provided the chance to engage
in an honest dialogue to share this information and this was a great step in the right direction.
However, pre-service school counselors and those currently in the field will need to intentionally
engage in social-justice collaborative advocacy work to make the greatest impact on their
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schools and surrounding communities. We are aware that we need to have “buy-in” from those
in power, who make decisions on policies and procedures in the school. However, we need to
also have “buy-in” from those who feel they do not have power, and they need to be aware
that they can also have influence in decision-making on policies and procedures in the school as
well. Until this occurs, we will continue to fight an uphill battle on the social justice front.
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