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I fondly remember my first group experience. I had a 
class that would not get along during my classroom 
lessons. Between the bickering and eye rolling, I tried 

to teach them about character and healthy relation-
ships. Seeing as a large group was not working, I chose 
to break them up into small groups. And 
in small groups, the class worked 
well together. I now had three 
groups of eight students 

each week. I can honestly say that this group 
experience was nothing like what my group 
counseling led me to expect. 

I learned four important things from my 
group experience. 

1 Be aware of timing. When I ran out 
of time, I had several process ques-

tions that I put on the back burner until 
next week. Not every question needed to 
be asked, so I saved some for an opener at 
the next meeting. I found I needed to have 
extra filler materials ready in case a 10-min-
ute activity was completed in two minutes. 
Eight minutes = an eternity. 

2 Be ready to have students who could not 
care less about the group and the topic. Some 

students were not ready to hear or be heard. We can hope that someday, 
the discussion of showing kindness to others will become more relevant 
than it was at age 13. 

3 The less writing the better. I hoped my students would keep a 
journal about our group. This hope was quickly dashed because I 

didn’t have room for a table big enough for eight students. Sitting in chairs 
and using their laps for writing was uncomfortable for students. I quickly 
scrapped that idea and wrote questions on the marker board instead. 

4 Be okay with getting off topic. I remember having a full lesson on 
friendship ready. Somehow, during our discussion we veered off 

track and began discussing drugs and alcohol. All my lesson plans went 
out the window and I just went with it. In all the group discussions I have 
had, that one was the most meaningful. My students were open and honest 
about what they knew, felt, and thought. They actually talked and learned 
from each other. I just sat back and listened. 

I hope that through this group experience my 24 students learned some-
thing valuable about themselves and each other. Was this group experi-
ence “successful?” I don’t know for sure. After it, they bickered a little less 
and didn’t roll their eyes at each other all the time (just some of the time). 
I hope that someday they look back and find something about it meaning-
ful, just as I found four lessons that have been meaningful to me. 

Contact Ashley Seeklander, SDSCA president, at Ashley.seeklander@k12.sd.us.
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Do you sometimes feel that 
your stakeholders perceive 
you as someone who works 

only with certain types of students 
at your school, instead of all stu-
dents? Learning Lunch Groups are 
a tool that helped me to normalize 
and de-stigmatize counseling at my 
school. Learning Lunch Groups are 
brief, positively focused psycho- 
educational groups that I started 
for grades 1-3. Each group consist-
ed of six to eight students and was 
held once a week for 4-6 weeks in 
my office.

Before I began the groups, I 
visited each classroom to explain 
the groups and catalyze student 
excitement for them. Next, I sent 
home a consent form for the par-
ent or guardian to check any or all 
of the five Learning Lunch Groups 
that would be held during the 
student’s lunchtime. The Learning 
Lunch Group choices were: Relax 
Group, Girls Friendship Group, Boys 
Friendship Group, Focus Group, 
and Careers Group. 

During each group session, we 
focused on one simple skill or 
topic, which I facilitated with a 
solution-focused flavor. We learned 
and talked about skills that were 
beneficial for any student to learn 
or improve. For example, dur-
ing the first session of the Relax 
Group, we learned and practiced 
deep breathing and talked about 
when we could use this skill. During 
the second session, we identified 
healthy ways that work for each 
of us to relax. The third session 
consisted of writing all of the ways 
that work for us to relax in a “Relax 
Book,” including the ones that we 
learned from other students shar-
ing in the group. 

At the beginning of every Learn-
ing Lunch Group session, I had 

each student use magnets to scale 
from 1 to 5 how they did with 
relaxing (or whatever skill we were 
working on) that week on my mag-
netic dry-erase board. This opened 
up discussion and aided them in 

monitoring their progress toward 
their goal.

Overall, starting the Learning 
Lunch Groups has been a fantas-
tic—and fun—way for me to nor-
malize counseling for all students, 
increase positive relationships with 
parents, and get to know and posi-
tively impact more students at my 
school. 

Karmyn Marchand is a school counselor  

at Discovery Elementary in Sioux Falls 

School District. Contact her at  

karmyn.marchand@k12.sd.us.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Learning Lunch Groups are 

a tool that helped me to 

normalize and de-stigmatize 

counseling at my school.

LEARNING LUNCH 
GROUPS FOR ALL
BY KARMYN MARCHAND
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When I worked as a middle 
school counselor in an 
agricultural community, 

I had plenty of opportunities to 
work with at-risk students. Not only 
were many of our students from 
low socio-economic groups, but a 
large contingency were from mi-
grant working families. Each week, 
our school administrators would 
publish a list of students who were 
failing two or more courses. When 
I reviewed the list, I noticed that 
many of the students were from 
Hispanic homes. I began to wonder 
what was happening because my 
experiences in the hallways and 
teacher’s lounge reflected a posi-
tive atmosphere. It seemed that the 
teachers truly cared about educat-
ing their students and were equi-
table in the classroom regardless of 
a student’s race.

I spoke with the seventh-grade 
mathematics teacher and discov-
ered that several of his Hispanic 
female students had asked to drop 
the advanced math class. He said 
what concerned him was not that 
they wanted to drop due to in-
ability but that several of the girls 
wanted to drop because it had 
become “the cool thing to do.” He 
said they were capable but didn’t 
want to put forth the effort of be-
ing in an advanced math course. I 
became concerned; I recognized 
their potential to succeed and 
feared the potential domino effect 
of taking less-challenging academ-
ic courses. 

Without much effort, I found 
a need and decided to fill it by 
running a small group. This article 
presents ways to ensure, as a group 
facilitator, that your students can 
receive the full benefits of an effec-
tive group. Using the targeted girls 
group as an example, let’s focus 

on some keys to successful small 
group counseling.

1 PRE-GROUP SELECTION
After some strategizing with 

the math teacher, we selected a 
group of five Hispanic girls who 
were capable of accomplishing 
the math work but were on the 
verge of dropping the course or 
failing due to a lack of desire to 

overcome the challenges. They did 
not appear to have any personality 
struggles with the math teacher, 
and no factors were apparent such 
as bullying in the classroom that 
would influence the girls’ decision 
to want to drop the course. 

During this stage, it was im-
portant to select members who 
would be potentially motivated to 
improve their grades because the 
purpose of this group was to retain 
students in advanced mathemat-
ics. I did not want the impact of the 
group to be thwarted by members 
who were genuinely disinterested 
in school. When setting up your 
small groups, really ask yourself 
about the composition of the mem-
bers. Are they going to help the 
group achieve the intended goal? 

As school counselors, we can be 
tempted to try to encourage those 
who are at the greatest risk, but 
by doing so, you may miss out on 
the opportunity to work with those 

THREE KEYS FOR  
SMALL GROUP SUCCESS
Regardless of the focus of a particular small group, knowing some 
universal truths and lessons-learned can help your group succeed. 
BY KATHRYN WATKINS VAN ASSELT, PH.D., LPC, NCC

CONTINUED ON PAGE 11
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group was to retain students 

in advanced mathematics. 
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who are motivated to change but 
need more direction or support. To 
have a positive group experience, 
spend some serious time devel-
oping the kind of group that you 
want. You cannot include everyone. 
If you are uncertain about par-
ticular students, take a moment to 
touch base with them individually. 
Ask open-ended questions about 
their thoughts on the topic and use 
your intuition and professional skill 
to help screen for the best possible 
chemistry when putting together 
your group. This extra effort will 
pay off for you as the leader and 
for each member.

Once I had selected the members 
for my group, I had some Hispanic 
girls in the same math class ask 
to be included. I had to turn them 
away, saying the group was closed 
and that perhaps we could do 
something together in the future. 
Again, I did not try to include 
everyone but figured I was adding 
value to my “bank” for future group 
interest.

Once you have established who is 
going to be a member in the group, 
you need to create a parental 
consent form. Take into consider-
ation how you want to convey the 
purpose of the group to parents. 
Let parents know when the group 
will meet and for how many ses-
sions. Carefully consider what you 
label your group. For example, I did 
not call the group “Drop Out Pre-
vention Group” but instead called 
it “The Girls Group.” This seems 
obvious, but when thinking about 
groups that focus on anger, grief, 
depression or anxiety, you’ll prob-
ably want to be less descriptive. 
Don’t try to explain the group’s 
purpose in its title. That’s what 
the parental consent form is for. 
If group members want to create 
their own name they are welcome 
to do that, but for housekeeping 
purposes it can be easier on you if 
you keep things simple.

When putting together the 
group, establish the need for 
members to commit to com-
ing to every session and arriving 
on time. As group facilitator, you 
can take the lead here and set up 
some boundaries for the students. 
Middle school students need some 
direction, and if you’re clear about 
expectations in the beginning, you 
won’t waste group time develop-
ing members’ time management 
skills. When setting up your group, 
remember to convey warmth and 
positive regard while explaining 
your guidelines.

2 SUCCESSFUL GROUP 
STAGES

Throughout each group meeting, 
I hoped to model expectations for 
respect, empathy and an accep-
tance for each group member. Not 
only would this establish a safe set-
ting but it would also demonstrate 
to the students how to convey 
compassion and support. 

The Girls Group met for six one-
hour sessions to discuss academic 
goals and personal and career 
goals. The girls were eager to be 
in a group of just Hispanics, and 
trust among the members was 
established fairly quickly. After we 
met two times and had established 
a working group, I introduced 
some research about the results 
of entrance exam testing for col-
leges. I wrote on the board SAT 

math scores ranked from highest to 
lowest by race. The list read: Asian, 
white, Native American, black and 
Hispanic. 

The girls were aghast. They could 
not believe what they were seeing, 
and many shared their surprise that 
whites were not ranked first. This 
led to a discussion about whether 
or not the students believed Na-
tive American students weren’t as 
smart as white students, Hispan-
ics not as smart as Asians, etc. For 
me, part of what was interesting 
was that the girls did not believe 
they were treated differently in the 
classroom from their predominate-
ly white classmates. In fact, they 
believed the educational opportu-
nities and support among students 
were equal.

The question then became what 
was going on to create this differ-
ence in final scores. This was where 
the girls really started to open up 
and share their own experiences. 
An honest discussion among the 
girls revealed a feeling that doing 
well in school meant “being white” 
and “being white” was turning 
away from their own race. Some 
girls also reported parental or fa-
milial pressures not to do better in 
school than their own family mem-
bers. This stage provided a place 
for the girls to share their concerns 
and frustrations. The conversations 
eventually led to members sup-
porting each other in establishing 
goals for academic and personal 
choices.

The girls decided to establish 
concrete academic goals for each 
of their courses. The greatest 
strength from the group mem-
bers came from their need to 
feel acknowledgement for their 
struggle. Simply because the girls 
made the decision to do well in 
school they were still Hispanic 
and not turning against their own 
race. There was a strong sense of 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 12
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support as the girls recognized 
the pressures they were putting 
on themselves to be unsuccess-
ful in school. The group came to 
an end, and the girls expressed a 
readiness and willingness to move 
forward academically.

For adolescents, a sense of be-
longing and understanding can be 
tremendously powerful, and by tak-
ing a few extra steps as the facilita-
tor, you can extend the success of 
the group experience. When lead-
ing groups, you may find it helpful 
to establish individual goals as well 
as ways the members can continue 
to lend support after the group has 
concluded.

The girls in this group decided 
they wanted me to have a copy of 

their academic goals. They wrote 
them down and asked me to be a 
continued check-in. We established 
a timeline for the grade check-in, 
a place where we could meet and 
asked members to help each other 
remember the check-in schedule. In 
the hallways and when I caught up 
with the girls I would offer encour-
aging comments and support. The 
girls also agreed to continue to 
inspire each other when they had 
the chance. In the end, it seemed 
to be a positive, successful group 
experience.

3 LETTING GO
I would be ecstatic if I could 

report that each girl was able to 
identify the pressures she felt 

and move toward academic suc-
cess. Unfortunately that was not 
what happened. The math teacher 
reported they were showing more 
effort but weren’t excelling the way 
we had both hoped. 

In the end I had to remember 
that the choices that needed to be 
made were still up to the indi-
viduals. I had worked to provide 
a space for the girls to become 
aware of their own internal dia-
logue, and for many, that may have 
been where the impact ended. In 
the moment, the group seemed ef-
fective, and I believe it was. Improv-
ing their grades was going to take 
a tremendous shift in behavior, and 
that can be more challenging than 
gaining awareness. 

www.pharmacyforme.org
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As a group facilitator, I had to 
believe that the insight the girls 
gained was still powerful and that 
many of them will take this new 
awareness with them as they begin 
to make more difficult academic 
and personal choices in high 
school.

A key to being a successful 
group leader is to trust the pro-
cess itself. Perhaps review your 
own goals for leading groups 
and reflect on your philosophies 
about personal change. As a 
group facilitator, you do not have 
to be impeccable or perfect; you 
only have to be the best you can 
at that time, given your own skill 
level. Again, remember to trust the 
process.

Running groups can be exhila-
rating as well as providing a tre-
mendous return on your school 
counseling investment. Many topics 
are appropriate for middle school, 
so pick something that gets you 
fired up. Whether you are tack-
ling academic, social, personal, or 
career goals, you are meeting the 
demands of your ultimate stake-
holder, the student.

Sometimes you even get reward-
ed by seeing the results of your la-
bor. From my Girls Group I had one 
student who truly worked to turn 
around her grades. She took extra 
time and learned how to study for 
exams. She came bounding into my 
office elated to share with me that 
she had aced her math exam. She 

ended up achieving her personal 
goal and earned an A in advanced 
mathematics. Perhaps the other 
girls did not have the skills or 
personal strength to achieve in the 
same way, but one student was 
able to find a way to make choices 
that were authentic for her. I will 
put my trust in the process and 
picture her being a role model for 
others. 

Kathryn Watkins van Asselt, Ph.D., LPC, 

NCC, is a core faculty member in counselor 

education at Capella University. She can be 

reached at kathryn.vanasselt@capella.edu.

This article was previously published in 

ASCA School Counselor, Vol. 46, No. 6. 
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I considered myself fairly adept 
at handling the typical student 
issues that arise in fifth and 

sixth grade. That is, until an 11-year-
old girl came to me distraught by 
the harassment she received from 
an anonymous hate group that 
formed on a social networking app. 
I barely understood what she was 
talking about, let alone knew the 
proper channels to report this type 
of cyberbullying. I couldn’t wrap 
my mind around the fact that this 
girl was having a problem with a 
cell phone app when she didn’t 
even own a phone! I worried that if 
I didn’t familiarize myself with the 
technology most commonly used 
by my students, I would become 
disconnected from the latest in the 
tech world and disconnected from 
my students.

Another realization hit me: the 
only technology I used in my guid-
ance lessons were a VCR and VHS 
tapes. The thought of a student 
looking at a VHS tape and inno-
cently asking, “What’s that?” filled 
me with dread. I knew something 
had to change. I had to change.

My students grew up with tech-
nology at their fingertips. I feared 
venturing into a territory in which 
they were the experts and I was the 
novice. I worried that my lessons 
or activities would fail. However, I 
was excited to try something new 
to connect with my students and 
address their needs. Letting my 
passion for helping children guide 
me, I took a leap of faith into the 
technology pool and found amaz-
ing resources.

One of the first groups I orga-
nized was a New Students group. 
I had several new boys from a va-
riety of geographic and academic 
backgrounds. Coming from private 
schools, an urban setting, across 
the country, and outside the U.S., 
the common thread was that these 
sixth-graders were trying to find 

their way through a large school 
(600 students per grade level), a 
new town, and even a new culture.

In our group, we broke down the 
topics into five main themes: locker 
tips for first-timers, navigating the 
cafeteria, making friends, being 
organized, and miscellaneous tips 
(like you don’t have to change for 
PE class, but sneakers are required). 
We developed a list of helpful hints 
for new students by addressing 
these five areas. Each student then 
picked one topic to create a comic 
using StoryboardThat, a free, online 
storyboard/comic strip maker (see 
figure 1). It was incredibly easy to 
navigate, and the students enjoyed 
making the comics. I then put the 

comics together so we could share 
these helpful tips with other new 
students.

Next, I reflected on my guid-
ance classroom lesson plans and 
updated them by using Prezi 
and infusing a few short YouTube 
videos into the lessons. Figure 2 
provides the the title page of my 
first lesson plan update using Prezi. 
It took some work to set it up, but 
I received a great deal of posi-
tive feedback from students. I will 
benefit from using the lesson plan 
again and again! Here is another 
helpful tool we developed together: 
in the past, I used to come to class 
with a stack of “scenario” cards, 
which over the years had become 
worn and dirty. Now, I allow stu-
dents to select a random scenario 
by picking one of the brightly col-
ored figures on the screen. I update 
the scenarios to stay current with 
technology trends and also address 
common concerns that have arisen. 
Updating on Prezi is a lot easier 
than printing out and laminating 
new cards. View my Prezi. 

INFUSING TECHNOLOGY INTO SMALL 
GROUPS AND COUNSELING PRACTICE
BY ANGELA CLEVELAND, M.S.ED., M.ED., MA

I worried that if I didn’t 

familiarize myself with 

technology, I would  

become disconnected  

from my students.

Figure 1: StoryboardThat comic illustrates tips for making fiends at new 
school.

http://www.storyboardthat.com
https://prezi.com/vhmvjxu5etdv/being-an-awesome-group-member/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WPoBA18Q_3g
http://prezi.com/vhmvjxu5etdv/being-an-awesome-group-member/
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One of my goals is to make sure 
classroom lessons are memorable 
to students. I try to incorporate a 
fun review of salient points. I used 
Quizlet to create online Conflict 
Resolution Flash Cards. After the 
lesson, we have a fun online review, 
“flipping” the cards (which look like 
index cards) on the screen. At the 
end of the review, students com-
pete using the Conflict Resolution 
Quizlet. When I began this, I had no 
idea what the students were refer-
ring to by “competing,” but they 
showed me how they could chal-
lenge each other in a race to see 
who could answer the review ques-
tions the fastest. The students are 
engaged in a healthy competition 
while reviewing the most critical 

points in the lesson!
After using Quizlet, I decided to 

try another digital tool with my 
study skills group. Mindmeister 
gives students the opportunity 
to create digital mind maps. I had 
always used paper and pen (or 
marker, crayon, etc.) to create mind 
maps. However, I found that stu-
dents might make another con-
nection to the material or between 
concepts, but would run out of 
space on their paper. This free 
online tool affords students the 
flexibility of moving concepts and 
connections to create mind maps 
that truly reflect their learning 
experience. 

One of the challenges I faced 
this year was organizing a Girls’ 

Empowerment Group. I found 
several great hands-on activities, 
discussion questions, and vid-
eos to spark reflective thought 
and lively discussion. However, 
I struggled to find a meaning-
ful way to weave these resources 
together…until I discovered Blend-
space, a great tool for infusing a 
variety of web-based tools and 
resources into lessons. I created a 
Girls’ Empowerment Blendspace 
by adding our activities, discus-
sion questions, and videos for 
us to access addressing specific 
topics. One problem was that 
some of the best videos I found, 
like those from Dove, the Guess 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 16

http://quizlet.com
http://www.mindmeister.com
https://www.blendspace.com
https://www.blendspace.com
https://www.blendspace.com/lessons/ml_yxOswXJnA-Q/girls-empowerment-group
http://realbeautysketches.dove.us/
http://www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org/education/guess-who-video-learning-series.php
http://www.awfs.org/education
mailto:nancy%40awfs.org?subject=
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Who? Video Learning Series, See 
Jane, or GoldieBlox sometimes 
showed advertisements for videos 
that were not school appropriate. 
I used SafeShare, a free resource 
that “removes distracting and of-
fensive elements around YouTube 
videos” and allows you to crop 
videos before sharing them. I used 
Blendspace as a resource to keep 
powerful YouTube videos (via 
SafeShare) that I didn’t necessar-
ily want to use right away, but I 
wanted to have at my fingertips 
in case a related topic arose or for 
use in another group in the future. 

My Girls’ Empowerment Group 
was more directed by me, but 
I wanted to take a different ap-
proach with a social skills group. I 
had the students take the lead by 
accessing the resources I collected, 
facilitating group discussion, and 
working on a quiz together that 
I created for the last Blendspace 
slide using Google Forms. Inter-
rupting was a big problem in our 
group, and I found a couple of 
great social story videos address-
ing this, sprinkled with questions to 
facilitate on-topic discussion, and 
I allowed the children to lead the 
group discussion. I found that using 
Blendspace with my group allowed 
the students some flexibility within 
set parameters, and I saw the chil-
dren taking more ownership over 
the activities. You can search for 
Blendspace lessons on any topic, or 
you can create your own! 

As counselors and educators, we 
face professional responsibilities 
that typically involve a significant 
amount of paperwork. All staff 
members are required to adminis-
ter a survey as part of our evalua-
tion model. I decided to administer 
my survey to one of my teams (50 
students), but the thought of tally-
ing responses and analyzing results 
felt daunting and time consuming. 
I used Google Forms to create my 
survey and Flubaroo to analyze the 
data, two great free resources that 
have saved me so much time and 

have given me immediate access 
to survey results. I also used both 
of these free resources to create a 
School Climate and Safety Survey 
for our student body to determine 
the effectiveness of our program-
ming and where we should focus 
our attention to reduce bullying 

and create a positive and safe envi-
ronment for our students. 

My journey has definitely had 
some ups and downs, moments 
of frustration, and some exciting 
successes. I am truly fortunate to 
work in a school district where so 
many staff members embrace and 

Figure 2: Prezi guidance lesson on groups. 

Figure 4: Blendspace lessons that you create are listed for easy access.

http://www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org/education/guess-who-video-learning-series.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BumIt2pIRuw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BumIt2pIRuw
http://www.goldieblox.com
http://SafeShare.tv
http://www.google.com/google-d-s/createforms.html
http://www.flubaroo.com/flubaroo-user-guide
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ANGELA CLEVELAND’S TECH TOOLS

StoryboardThat – create a comic strip
Prezi – interactive presentation/lesson plan
YouTube – videos 
Quizlet – create flashcards and study games
Mindmeister – electronic mind mapping
Blendspace – collect and present Web resources
SafeShare - removes elements around YouTube videos; allows cropping 
Google Forms – electronic survey tool
Flubaroo – data analysis

share their favorite technology 
tools. When I decided to take this 
leap toward integrating technology 
into my counseling setting, I found 
many supportive colleagues and 
administrators. They encouraged 
me to try new things and helped 
me to find the humor in situations 
when something I tried just didn’t 
work the way I envisioned. I am 
fortunate to have access to tech-
nology that utilizes many great 
resources. The intangible resource 
is a counselor’s deep, driving desire 
to help students. The technology 
is a tangible resource that can help 
us achieve our goals. I have found a 
renewed spark of excitement in my 
journey, and I am looking forward 
to continuing my adventure in the 
field of counseling and in the area 
of technology. 

CONNECT. SCHEDULE. DISCOVER.

WWW.COLLEGEFAIRREGISTRY.COM

 simplify

recruitment 

planning!

 * Colleges:
search school 
visit policies & 

upcoming 
college fairs

* High Schools: 
post your 
admission 

counselor visit 
policy & college 

fair info  

 * Download fair 
registration 

forms & contact 
schools directly 

to schedule 
visits

JOIN 7,500 HIGH SCHOOLS & 150 COLLEGES TO 
PLAN STUDENT RECRUITMENT…IT’S FREE!

Angela Cleveland is a school counselor 

at Auten Road Intermediate School in 

Hillsborough, NJ. Hillsborough Township 

Public Schools is entering the final phase of 

the 1:1 initiative during the 2014-2015 school 

year. Every student in grades 5 through 12 

will receive a Chromebook provided by the 

school district with the goals of enhancing 

the students’ educational experience, 

improving organizational skills, and 

expanding the learning and sharing beyond 

the walls of the traditional classroom. For 

more information, contact Angela Cleveland 

at ACleveland@htps.us or visit the district 

website to learn more about the vision and 

goals of this initiative. 

http://www.storyboardthat.com
https://prezi.com/vhmvjxu5etdv/being-an-awesome-group-member/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WPoBA18Q_3g
http://www.Quizlet.com
http://www.Mindmeister.com
http://www.Blendspace.com
http://SafeShare.tv
http://www.google.com/google-d-s/createforms.html
http://www.flubaroo.com/flubaroo-user-guide
http://www.collegefairregistry.com
mailto:ACleveland@htps.us
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For some students, high 
school can be an intimidat-
ing place. Students eat lunch 

in busy cafeterias, approach the 
buses in masses, participate in 
extracurricular activities, and are 
expected to achieve academically. 
In some instances, students have 
little opportunity for small-group or 
individual interaction with teachers 
and faculty members. Groups can 
be the catalyst to bridge relation-
ships, enhance communication and 
foster self-regulated behavior. 

With a student population 
of approximately 2,300, West 
Springfield High School (WSHS) 
in Fairfax County, Va., may seem 
like an incredibly large school to 
many, but its strong group program 
personalizes learning experiences 
and increases access to the school 
counseling program for students. 
Through groups, students across 
four grade levels work with school 
counselors to develop skills, discuss 
important and relevant issues and 
improve achievement and atti-
tudes. School counselors meet with 
students in smaller numbers to ad-
dress specific issues and needs sur-
rounding the academic, personal/
social, and career domains. 

Establishing a groups program, 
generating buy-in from stakeholders, 
identifying students, and collecting 
data may seem like overwhelming 
tasks, but WSHS school counselors 
believe the benefits far outweigh the 
challenges. Small-group counseling 
makes a large school seem smaller 
for students while it connects stu-
dents with school counselors and 
peers in unique ways. 

PROGRAM EVOLUTION
Although WSHS has had group 
counseling for approximately 20 

PERSONAL AND POWERFUL  
HIGH SCHOOL GROUPS 
Many high school counselors say they don’t have the support of 
administration to do groups at their level. One Virginia high school shares 
its successful formula for a small-group counseling program. 
BY BETH COHEN AND JENNIFER GLASER

years, it has evolved to meet the 
school population’s needs. We’ve 
incorporated groups into the 
school’s culture, and they are an 
integral part of the school coun-
seling program. Groups represent 
meaningful and successful compo-
nents of the comprehensive school 
counseling program. 

All WSHS school counselors have 
the broad range of knowledge and 
skills necessary to facilitate groups 
for academic, personal/social, and 
career topics; however, our school 
counselors generally lead groups 
in their areas of expertise. We use 
data to determine the types of 
groups to facilitate. 

Groups vary in size and scope 
based on the sensitivity of issues 
and students’ needs. School coun-
selors facilitate group meetings 
during the school day to avoid con-

flicts with transportation and after-
school activities. Sessions last ap-
proximately 45 minutes and groups 
typically have four to six sessions. 
While some groups, such as study 
skills, have structured lessons, 
others, such as relationships and 
dating, are more discussion-based. 
All school counselors approach the 
groups with open minds, know-
ing that students’ needs drive the 
group.

We actively promote group 
participation. Students access 
groups through a self-referral 
process and/or referrals made by 
staff and parents. In addition to the 
group signup and referral system, 
we use student-achievement and 
achievement-related data from the 
student information system and 
Naviance/Counselor’s Office to 
identify students for groups such 
as the new student group and the 
selective college admissions group. 
Most students who are invited or 
referred to an applicable group will 
participate, but what’s even more 
impressive is that those students 
then encourage their peers to join 
as well. 

COLLABORATION  
AND BUY-IN
At WSHS, the entire school coun-
seling staff buys into the group 
program. Our school counsel-
ors have diverse backgrounds, 
skill sets, and interests that they 
contribute to the program. With 
more than one school counselor 
assigned to each group and with 
proper planning, the need to cancel 
a session due to an unannounced 
drop in or an unexpected crisis is 
rare. In addition, the collaborative 
instruction of the groups results in 
departmental sharing and leads to 

Through groups, students 

across four grade levels 

work with school counselors 

to develop skills, discuss 

important and relevant 

issues and improve 

achievement and attitudes. 
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expanded skills and knowledge for 
all school counselors. 

This collaboration extends to 
other members of the school staff. 
We work closely with the school’s 
psychologists, social worker, career 
center specialist, county support 
personnel, and teachers. For ex-
ample, the school psychologist and 
social worker conducted bereave-
ment groups established through 
staff and community referrals. 
County support personnel created 
a leadership resiliency program and 
a stop smoking group for students. 
The career center specialist col-

laborates with school counselors 
to create and conduct college and 
career groups. 

Recently, due to an unanticipated 
student response on the needs 
assessment, we worked with the 
school’s business department to 
develop small groups addressing 
personal finances and financial aid 
issues. With increased participation 
from faculty members and interde-
partmental collaboration, the small-
groups program has expanded its 
scope and has increased buy-in.

Following the ASCA National 
Model, WSHS school counsel-

ors always ask the question, “Are 
students different as a result of 
what we do?” Not only do the 
groups increase student access 
to the counseling staff but they 
also provide students with unique 
learning opportunities. The groups 
unite students with common needs 
and interests, showing them that 
they have peers who share the 
same concerns. Within a small, 
structured environment, students 
learn communication skills, share 
ideas, and provide peer support. 
Working together with a shared 
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purpose, the groups provide a safe 
environment for students to learn 
about themselves, share feelings 
with peers, and attempt new skills. 
As group sessions progress, school 
counselors notice increased peer 
sharing and interaction, along with 
students developing an increased 
confidence level. 

A main group goal is for students 
to transfer the skills they have 
learned to larger social and aca-
demic settings. Successful groups 
have a positive impact on student 
achievement and personal devel-
opment by increasing students’ 
confidence and skills through peer 
sharing. Although the counselors 
facilitate the group, the students 
own the work and are the agents of 
change.

CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT
Although we’ve had a groups pro-
gram for many years, we continue 
to seek ways to improve the pro-
gram and its impact on students. 
Through data collection and analy-
sis, along with systemic change, the 
group program at WSHS continues 
to evolve. 

For many years, we offered the 
same groups: personal image, an-
ger, relationships, study skills, etc. 
Over time, we saw that students’ 
interests and needs were chang-
ing. Groups previously offered were 
not as popular or possibly not as 
relevant. For us to continually run a 
group simply because we’d always 
offered it did not make sense. To 
rectify this situation, we designed a 
needs assessment survey to solicit 
student feedback before conduct-
ing the group sign-up. 

We conducted a whole school 
needs assessment during the 
introductory grade-level units in 
September and October. The survey 
included open-ended, closed, and 
Likert scale questions in 21 differ-
ent categories relating to academic, 
personal/social, and career needs. 

sions. In addition, the frequency of 
students’ visits to talk with school 
counselors after participating in 
a group tends to increase signifi-
cantly. This demonstrates that they 
have formed a connection to staff. 

We also collect process data to 
track changes from year to year 
and to examine the rates of student 
participation. Results data varies 
for each group, but in most cases, 
the data point to an increase in at-
tendance and overall improvement 
in grades among students who par-
ticipate in groups, and the results 
data provide strong feedback for 
the department. Record keeping 
and accountability contribute to 
program improvement and contin-
ued buy-in from stakeholders. 

Although ASCA recommends a 
student-to-school-counselor ratio 
of 250:1, the reality is that many 
school districts require school 
counselors to carry much higher 
caseloads. Yet, school counselors 
are still challenged to find ways 
to reach and support all of their 
students. A groups program can 
benefit the school counselors by 
maximizing time with students in 
both advisement and responsive 
services. Through detailed planning 
and a management agreement, 
school counselors can establish a 
groups’ program to run throughout 
the school year. The related data 
collection helps school counselors 
advocate for the support of pro-
grams. In the end, effective groups 
personalize the program to meet 
the specific needs of the school’s 
population and connect students 
to the counseling program. 

Beth Cohen is retired director of student 

services and Jennifer Glaser is coordinator, 

School Counseling and College Success 

Program, both with Fairfax County Public 

Schools, VA. 

This article was previously published in 

ASCA School Counselor, Vol. 46, No. 6. 

In total, 72 percent of students 
completed the anonymous survey 
through Survey Monkey, and the 
survey provided solid, and some-
times unexpected, information about 
students’ needs. For example, of the 
students completing the survey, 72.4 
percent indicated a need for help 
with study skills and work habits. 
This remarkably high percentage led 
us to reconsider the type and num-
ber of study skills groups offered. 
The aggregated data from the needs 
assessment determined the types 
of groups available during the next 
groups sign-ups. 

We made another improvement 
to the groups program based on a 
school-wide change. WSHS faculty 
voted to include an embedded 
period of intervention, remediation, 
and rewards for students during 
the school day. This embedded 
period clearly provided another 
opportunity for group work. Before 
the implementation of the new 
schedule, the school counsel-
ing department approached the 
administration with data regard-
ing the impact of the small-group 
program and advocated for the 
use of the embedded period to 
continue these groups. Given the 
results of the data, the administra-
tors showed support for the school 
counseling programs by allow-
ing the use of embedded time for 
group sessions. We now attempt to 
schedule the majority of the group 
meetings during this embedded 
period to decrease the amount of 
class time students miss. 

Results collected confirm that 
small groups make a positive dif-
ference for WSHS students. Groups 
are one of the easier programs 
to collect and track data for due 
to the small number of students 
involved. We administer pre- and 
post-surveys to collect perception 
data. These surveys consistently 
indicate that students value groups 
and experience growth during ses-
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When you ask a group of 
elementary-aged stu-
dents what they want to 

be when they grow up, you’ll likely 
hear everything from a firefighter 
to the president. There are always 
a few eager students who uniquely 
combine as many careers they can 
think of with heart-melting deter-
mination. As elementary school 
students transition to middle 
school, their career choices be-
come more grounded and realistic. 
However, middle school students 
typically don’t know what most 
careers entail. They see a crime 
scene show and think it’s cool. Or 
they want to make a lot of money 
and be “the boss.” By the time 
students reach high school, most 
cannot answer the proverbial “what 
do you want to be” with the same 
level of enthusiasm they once had. 
Furthermore, high school students 
often feel pressured to pick a path, 
are bombarded with challenging 
questions about post-graduation 
plans, and are often unsure of the 
road that lies ahead. 

From elementary to high school, 
career development activities are 
an important component of ensur-
ing college and career readiness 
for all students. It’s important for 
students at all levels to explore 
career options. Countless career-
oriented websites, inventories, and 
programs are designed to help stu-
dents explore careers, but do they 
really help students understand the 
day-to-day reality of a particular 
job? Say, for example, you have a 
high school junior who tells you 
she wants to be a veterinarian. This 
student also happens to pass out 
when she sees blood and has no 
interest in attending a four-year 
university. Wanting to be a veteri-
narian means she likes animals, and 
there are countless careers with 
animals that don’t involve surgical 

procedures or a four-year degree. 
Sometimes inventories and assess-
ments offer the sound advice of 
shadowing someone in the career 
students find interesting, but the 
inventories and assessments obvi-
ously don’t provide the resources 
students need to follow through. 

Offering a program that connects 
students to local employers and 
employees can be extremely ben-
eficial in filling in these gaps. 

At my previous job at Apex High 
School, in Apex, NC, the student 
services department created a pro-
gram called “Career Connections.” 
Career Connections provided 
purposeful exposure to the realities 
of the work within fields students 
were considering. Each month, 
we brought in three local employ-
ees/employers to talk to students 
interested in their particular field. 
In a panel format, each of the three 
career specialists discussed their 
position and offered advice to 
students. Students were able to 
ask pointed questions about the 
day-to-day work, salary, educa-
tional training needed to enter the 
career, and other details you can’t 
get from the company website or 
in a career inventory. The panelists 
were honest about the best and 
worst parts of their jobs, which was 
helpful to students. Many students 

had the opportunity to job shadow 
panelists or have a one-on-one 
informational interview. All schools 
can benefit from running a pro-
gram similar to Career Connec-
tions; you just have to know where 
to begin. 

GETTING STARTED
To begin a program like Career 
Connections, make a list of careers 
you’d like to showcase. Select the 
careers based on data from a previ-
ous career day, enrollment data 
in elective courses (such as auto 
technology, journalism, or culinary 
arts), or survey the students to see 
what careers interest them. Once 
you have six to 10 possible careers, 
sit down with your department and 
talk about where to find speakers. 
Think about whom you know and 
which parents can help you out. 
We found that community mem-
bers were eager to talk to students, 
so we didn’t have problem finding 
panelists. We chose three panelists 
from each field and tried to diver-
sify their educational levels to show 
students the variety of options they 
have for postsecondary education. 
This helped make the program 
appealing to students who weren’t 
interested in a four-year degree. 
For example, for the dentistry 
panel we had a hygienist (associate 

CONNECTING STUDENTS TO CAREERS
Easily provide your high school students with the tools and resources they need to explore 
careers of interest (with tips for middle school and elementary counselors, too).
BY JULIA TAYLOR
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or technical school degree) and an 
orthodontist (advanced degree). 

Create a list of questions for the 
panelists. For example:

n	 Introduce yourself and your 
career

n	 Did you always know what you 
wanted to do?

n	 Tell us about your postsecond-
ary training/education

n	 What do you love about your 
job?

n	 What don’t you love about your 
job?

n	 What advice would you give 
someone prior to entering your 
field?

n	 How can students contact you?
You can put your own spin on the 

questions, but keep in mind that 
time goes by quickly and try to 
stick with eight questions or fewer. 

When: When choosing program 

dates and times, be mindful of both 
the panelists’ and students’ sched-
ules. First thing in the morning typi-
cally works best for 9-5 employees. 
This way they don’t miss too much 
work or get caught up in a situation 
in which they cannot get away and 
have to cancel at the last minute. 
We held Career Connections on the 
last Friday of the month for an hour 
in between first and second period. 
This timing ensured students didn’t 
miss an entire class and worked 
well for the panelists. 

Where: Choose a location that 
can be set up for a meaning-
ful conversation. This could be a 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 24
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classroom with movable desks/
chairs, the cafeteria, or the library. 
We held Career Connections in the 
library and arranged the appropri-
ate number of chairs in a U shape. 
This setup naturally led to a more 
organic discussion and allowed 
the panelists to sit down and still 
be able to see all of the students. 
Also, using this seating arrange-
ment, students were less likely to 
text, talk to a neighbor, or work on 
something else. 

Marketing: After you’ve squared 
away your time, dates, places, and 
speakers, it’s time to start advertis-
ing. Take advantage of social media 
outlets, newsletters, principal an-
nouncements, morning/afternoon 
announcements, or make fliers and 
visit classes. For example, if your 
topic is the automobile industry 
and you have an auto mechanics 
or technology course, start there. 
Figure out how many students you 
can accommodate based on the 
location and seating arrangement, 
and don’t forget to cap it at that 
number. We told students about it 
in classes and brought a sign-up 
sheet and also told students to 
come to the student services de-
partment to sign up when we used 
the other advertising outlets. To 
sign up, students had to leave their 
name, first period class informa-
tion, and e-mail address. The day 
before the program, we e-mailed a 
reminder and had a pass delivered 
to them during first period. 

Prior to Career Connections: 
Take these steps in the days imme-
diately before the panel discussion.

n	 E-mail the panelists a reminder 
and also a list of the questions 
you will ask them.

n	 Send teachers a reminder 
about Career Connections. 

n	 Make student passes and de-
liver them to the teachers. We 
found delivering the passes to 
the classrooms worked a lot 
better than just leaving them in 
teachers’ mailboxes.

n	 If you are doing a pre/post sur-
vey, have it copied and ready to 
go. 

n	 Set up the room, and make 
sure you have bottles of water 
for panelists.

n	 Print out a copy of your panel-
ist questions. 

The Day of Career Connec-
tions: If you plan well, the day itself 
should be relatively simple. Your 
room is set up, your students are 
reminded, and you have all of your 
materials ready to go. You may 
want to swing by the room to make 
sure nobody put the chairs back, 
but other than that, enjoy the pro-
gram. Make sure you send a thank 
you e-mail to the panelists.

DATA COLLECTION
A program such as Career Con-
nections can easily tie into your 
school’s comprehensive school 
counseling program and provide 
meaningful data that will help de-
termine how students are different 
as a result of this program. 

Collecting data can help your 
school counseling team deter-
mine what careers students are 
most interested in and what they 
learned. You can also share the 
data with administration, teachers, 
and other educational stakehold-
ers. We used a simple pre/post test 
that combined two- and five-point 
scales and measured the outcomes. 
Attendance data provided us with 
a general idea of how many people 
were interested in that field, and 
the post-test showed us what the 
students got out of the program. 
For example, we had to close regis-
tration when we had video gaming 
panelists but had a relatively low 
attendance for the dentistry panel. 
However, the students who came 
to the dentistry session were really 
interested in the career, and most 
planned on that path after gradu-
ation. So, although the numbers 
were low, it was highly useful to 
those who attended. 

ADAPT TO OTHER LEVELS
Although this was a high school 
program, it can easily be modified 
and replicated to meet the career 
needs elementary and middle 
school students. It is important 
for elementary and middle school 
students to learn about various op-
tions under different career paths. 
Let’s revisit the veterinarian ex-
ample. Other careers with animals 
could include: zoologist, dog-
walker, animal behaviorist, breeder, 
farmer, animal health inspector, ani-
mal adoption specialist, pet sitter, 
marine biologist, wildlife specialist, 
beekeeper, dog groomer, or a pet 
treat baker. Elementary and middle 
school counselors can pick popular 
career choices (sports, veterinar-
ian, medical, firefighter/paramedic/
police officer, educators) and have 
teachers sign up to bring their 
classes. You may want to have this 
program in the library with stu-
dents sitting on the floor, or in the 
cafeteria or auditorium. 

Doing a large-group program 
like this also incorporates teachers, 
letting you accommodate a larger 
audience. It is unlikely that you will 
be able to have all students in front 
of all speakers, so with the panel-
ist’s permission, you can video tape 
the program and put it on You-
Tube, SchoolTube, or make a career 
video poster using a program such 
as Glogster to introduce it in class-
room lessons. 

Career Connections is a fun, 
simple way to build partnerships 
with the community while meeting 
the career development needs of 
all students. Exposing students to a 
variety of careers empowers them 
with options and hope and sets 
them up for postsecondary suc-
cess. 

Julia V. Taylor is a former school 

counselor and doctoral student at Virginia 

Commonwealth University in Richmond, Va. 

She can be reached at taylorjv2@vcu.edu. 

mailto:taylorjv2@vcu.edu
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E very year, nearly one mil-
lion teenagers drop out of 
school. In many cases, these 

are the youth you’ve been wor-
ried about all year and have tried 
reaching out to. As a school coun-
selor, you are well aware of the kind 
of future that awaits them: high 
school dropouts are more likely to 
suffer health problems as adults 
and live shorter lives than gradu-
ates. They are more likely to be 
involved in the justice system and 
to be incarcerated. And their future 
job prospects are bleak.

But the vast majority of students 
who drop out of school regret their 
decision. “The Silent Epidemic,” a 
2006 report by Civic Enterprises 
on the perspectives of high school 
dropouts, found that three quar-
ters say they would have stayed in 

school and earned their diplomas if 
given a second chance. So what do 
you say to the student in front of 
you, who has given up and is ready 
to quit? 

Lena Illig was a junior in high 
school with only seven credits who 
was experimenting with drugs, 
drinking, and skipping school, when 
a school counselor was frank with 
her about her future and provided 
options that might help her out. 

“My high school counselor was 
realistic with me about what my fu-
ture was going to look like given the 
path I was on, but was encouraging. 
I was not going to graduate on time, 
so he gave me a few options to get 
back on the right track,” she said. 

“That conversation opened my 
eyes to options that could not only 

TAKING THE CHALLENGE TO CHANGE
BY ASHLEY SAUNDERS, NATIONAL GUARD YOUTH FOUNDATION
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Lena Illig shares her story at an 
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School Counselors Say Great Things 
About Salisbury University

“ SU falls into that ideal mid-size
university category: small enough
to afford personal attention yet
large enough to provide a wide
range of opportunities.”Linda Campbell • Lancaster, PA

SU has unique offerings like
conflict resolution and respiratory
therapy, in addition to a strong
education program. SU’s also a
great size. 

“
”Jennifer Nuechterlein • Flemington, NJ

Salisbury University consistently
ranks among the nation’s 
best for quality and value in
such publications as 
The Princeton Review and 
U.S. News & World Report. 
To learn more, visit
www.salisbury.edu/admissions
or call 410-543-6161.

www.salisbury.edu

A Maryland University of National Distinction

Application Deadlines
n Early Decision: November 15
n Early Action: December 1
n Regular Admission: January 15

Salisbury provides a warm, caring
atmosphere in a beautiful setting –
with strong academics.

“
”Bettina G. Heiman • Wilmington, DE
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help me academically, but also help 
me change my perspective about 
myself,” recalls Lena. 

Today, Lena is a graduate of the 
Alaska Military Youth Academy, one 
of 35 evidence-based ChalleNGe 
programs across the country. 
ChalleNGe is known for its tough 
structure but compassionate ap-
proach to addressing the underly-
ing issues that lead youth to drop 
out of school, and Lena credits the 
program for turning her life around. 

Attending ChalleNGe “really 
changed my outlook on life,” says 
Lena, who has discovered a pas-
sion for law enforcement. “I knew I 
wanted to do something big with 
my life, but I didn’t know how to 
build it. [ChalleNGe] handed me 
the tools, and I excelled in every-

thing I did while I was there…I got 
addicted to the feeling of accom-
plishment and that kept me moti-
vated.”

Lena is now pursuing a degree in 
criminal justice at the University of 
Alaska Anchorage, supported by 
$52,000 in scholarships. She has 
immersed herself in the law en-
forcement field, and is no longer at 
risk of being another statistic, but 
holds her destiny confidently in her 
own hands. 

Dropping out is a process that 
involves multiple decisions. More 
often than not, teenagers who are 
failing high school courses come 
from families that are facing social, 
economic, or emotional challenges. 
But those challenges can be over-
come with the help of a reliable 

role model, someone who is willing 
to spend the time to understand 
what is going on behind the failing 
grades and discuss their options. 
No program works for everyone, 
but there is a way forward for every 
teenager.

Trying to reach every young 
person is overwhelming, and yes, 
sometimes there is nothing anyone 
can do. But every once in a while, 
the right words at the right time 
just might have an impact that can 
change a lifetime. When students 
succeed, their families, communi-
ties and future generations benefit 
in the process.

For more information on the 
ChalleNGe program, go to  
www.ngyf.org. 

http://www.salisbury.edu/admissions
http://www.ngyf.org
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When a young man in the 
United States turns 18, 
he has a lot on his mind, 

such as graduating high school, ap-
plying to colleges, or finding a job. 
One other important thing is regis-
tering with the Selective Service. If 
he forgets to register, he will get a 
reminder in the mail. But what hap-
pens if he doesn’t register?

“If a young man doesn’t register 
when he turns 18, he stops being eli-
gible for student loans, federal jobs, 
and job training programs,” said 
Dick Flavahan, spokesperson for the 
Selective Service System. “We don’t 
want that to happen.”

Federal law says virtually all men 
living in the U.S. from the age of 18 
through 25 must register within 30 
days of turning 18 or of becoming 

a resident of the country. There is 
no penalty for late registration, but 
once a man turns 26, he cannot 
register and can become perma-
nently barred from the opportuni-
ties associated with registration.

The top reason most men fail to 
register with Selective Service is 
a simple lack of awareness. This is 
particularly true for non-college 
bound young men, or men in un-
derserved communities. “All young 
men living in America should be 
able to take advantage of all the 
opportunities our country has to 
offer,” said Flavahan. “We’re always 
working to make it easier for young 
men to register.”

If young men have access to their 
Social Security number, they can 
register online in less than two min-

utes at www.sss.gov. They can also 
register at the local post office or 
by filling out the form they receive 
from the Selective Service as a re-
minder mailing. Community leaders 
can access free educational materi-
als about Selective Service registra-
tion at www.SSSresources.us.

Selective Service also plays an 
important role in the security of the 
U.S. It helps make sure that the U.S. 
can be ready for any dire national 
emergency when activated. Only 
the President and U.S. Congress 
can reinstate a military draft.

“We want young men to have all 
the information they need, so they 
can make a decision that helps 
them—and helps their country,”  
Flavahan said. For additional infor-
mation, please visit www.sss.gov. 

SELECTIVE SERVICE—WHY REGISTER?
Registering with the Selective Service system opens opportunities.
BY PATRICK SCHUBACK, GOVERNMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS, SELECTIVE SERVICE SYSTEM
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• Flexible:  Students can enroll anytime and
 study anywhere at their own pace
• Broad range of more than 80 high-quality 
 paper-based and online courses
• Low tuition with top-notch textbooks  
 included – no hidden or extra fees
•• Accreditation by MSA-CESS, NCPSA and 
 Ai. Also recognized by the Illinois State Board 
 of Education as a private high school
• Online Counselor’s Office allows you to 
 track students’ progress anytime
• Dedicated customer service to counselors
• Students have access to instructional 
  support every business day
• Instructors hand-write personalized 
 comments on students’ papers

For more information 
call (708) 418-2850

or email independentstudy@americanschool.org

http://www.sss.gov
http://www.americanschool.org
mailto:independentstudy%40americanschool.org?subject=
http://www.SSSresources.us
http://www.sss.gov
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During the first few months 
of the school year, high 
school counseling offices 

buzz with activity. Current seniors 
and some juniors are looking for 
help with the college admission 
process. As these students, and 
sometimes their parents, flock to 
your office for help, they bring 
lists of schools where they plan to 
apply—and questions about the ap-
plication process and the schools 
they’re considering.

Clearly, school counselors need 
to have the necessary reference 
materials to help students answer 
their questions and make the best 
decision possible about where 
to apply. This information should 
encompass a variety of school op-
tions, from the elite four-year uni-
versity to the local community col-
lege. Just like their students, school 
counselors need to ask themselves 
“Which college would best fit?”

In some cases, students have 
already done their research and 
maybe even visited their front-run-
ners. Other students arrive without 
a clue where to begin the process. 
Most students will probably fall 
somewhere between these two 
extremes. Regardless of a student’s 
college research or class ranking, 
this is the time for a discussion on 
what is best for the student.

As part of that discussion, you 
should also discuss the possibility 
of attending community college. 
The common arguments for advis-
ing students to consider attending 
a community college are familiar: 
affordability, smaller class sizes, 
ability for students to explore 
before making a decision about a 
major and easier admission. But 
what type of students fit best at 
community colleges?

If we look at the current trend 
in community college enrollment, 
higher numbers of students are 
finding community colleges do fit. 
According to the College Board, 
four out of 10 graduating high 

school students start their college 
careers at community colleges. Did 
community college fit these stu-
dents or did other circumstances 
influence the choice of school?

Students, their parents, and even 
some school counselors often need 
to overcome some misconceptions 
when considering community col-
leges. These may stem from prior 
experience in a community college 
or notions about the way it used to 
be. Today’s community college ex-
perience is not only less costly than 
a four-year institution, but some 
of the old barriers for continued 
education at a community college 
are disappearing. This is opening 
up the community college experi-

ence to a wider variety of student 
by spreading the fit for community 
college to students who may have 
not considered that option.

MISCONCEPTION 1: 
TRANSFERRING FROM A 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE TO 
A FOUR-YEAR UNIVERSITY 
IS DIFFICULT.
According to the Community 
College Survey of Student En-
gagement, nearly two thirds of all 
students entering a community col-
lege plan to transfer to a four-year 
institution. In fact, 51 percent have 
transfer as a primary goal, and a full 
73 percent have transfer as at least 
a secondary goal. One of the con-
cerns students express is whether 
credits will transfer to another 
university. In the push to increase 
the number of degrees awarded to 
our nation’s students, universities 
are taking advantage of the transfer 
pipeline from community colleges. 
Many transfer agreements are in 
place between community colleges 

IF THE COLLEGE FITS, RECOMMEND IT 
BY MARK BOGGIE

CONTINUED ON PAGE 29
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and universities, spelling out exactly 
what it takes for students to make 
the transfer from community col-
lege to the university system.

Are these transfer students suc-
cessful? Research has shown that 
community college transfer stu-
dents who complete the curriculum 
for an associate degree do as well, 
if not better, than students who 
start at a four-year school. Many 
four-year universities automatically 
accept students who’ve completed 
a two-year degree.

MISCONCEPTION 2: 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
DEGREES AREN’T AS 
USEFUL AS UNIVERSITY 
DEGREES.
Many viable, well-paying occupa-
tions in today’s job market require 

less than a four-year degree. A high 
percentage of workers in these 
fields obtain their training at com-
munity colleges. Also, a community 
college degree can lead to an op-
portunity to complete a four-year 
bachelor’s degree by transferring 
to a program that matches the as-
sociate’s degree.

MISCONCEPTION 3: 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE IS 
FOR OLDER STUDENTS 
AND STUDENTS WHO 
WORK FULL TIME. 
According to the Pew Research 
Center, one of the larger groups 
attending community colleges are 
traditional-aged college students 
(18 to 24 years of age). Community 
colleges are attractive to older and 
working students because students 
can work and attend school. Class-
es are offered during the day and 
at night. Some community colleges 
add to the flexible schedule by of-
fering online classes students can 
complete on their own schedule.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 30
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Must Have for Next Year’s Budget!
“ Partnering With Teen Parents” 

Why this curriculum works:
>  Can be used in group meetings or during individual sessions
>  Handouts focus on relevant topics for teen parents – such 

as handling stress, multi-generational challenges, fathering, 
effective parenting, balancing teen and infant/child development

Easy to use: 
 Curriculum CD includes 1,100+ pages of professional resources,    
  parent-child activity pages and parent handouts. Preview it at  
  http://bit.ly/1o7X423. 

Save money: 
 Cost is $299, but counselors receive              
  with the discount code COUNSELOR:  
  http://bit.ly/1uGs8Wy    

   is a curriculum designed to help your expectant and parenting     
   students succeed.    
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MISCONCEPTION 4:  
I SHOULD ONLY ATTEND 
COMMUNITY COLLEGE IF 
I WANT A VOCATIONAL 
CAREER.
Sure, vocational education is part 
of the mission of community col-
leges, but it is only part of the 
mission. Community colleges also 
are providing a high-quality trans-
fer articulated to university bach-
elor degree options. So, students 
should attend a community college 
whether they are looking for train-
ing in a vocation or are pursuing a 
professional degree.

WHO FITS?
A visit to a community college cam-
pus will show a wide-ranging student 
body. Students attending commu-
nity colleges are diverse not only in 
ethnicity and socio-economic status 
but also in age and the reasons they 
attend a two-year institution. What 
kinds of students fit at and attend 
community colleges?

n	 current high school students 
taking a class or two for high 
school graduation

n	 current high school students 
participating in a planned 
program designed to attain an 
associate’s degree as early as 
possible

n	 recent high school graduates 
looking for academic tracks 
to transfer to a university at 
some point

n	 recent high school graduates 
looking at a vocational pro-
gram for training so they can 
get into the workforce when 
that training is completed

n	 students who attended (or at-
tend) a university and need a 
class offered at the community 
college that they cannot get 
in a reasonable timeline at the 
university

n	 non-traditional students who 
are back in school for re-
training after job loss (or a job 
change)

n	 students seeking courses for 
personal interest

If a community college can pro-
vide the fit these students looked 
for, what other factors should 
students and their parents consider 
when making college decisions? 
Here are some factors school coun-
selors should explore with students 
when considering if a community 
college provides the right fit in the 
choice of post-secondary institu-
tion:

FINANCES: Let’s face it. In 
today’s high-cost post-secondary 
world this is the number-one fac-
tor in choosing where to attend 
school. Unless the student has a full 
scholarship or the student’s family 
can afford whatever the student 
wants, the cost of education is the 
biggest factor in selection of a col-
lege. Community colleges offer the 
first 60 units, and sometimes more, 
of a 120-unit bachelor’s degree at 
a fraction of the cost of a four-year 
institution. This can save students 
and their families thousands of dol-
lars over a two-year period.

LOCATION: As desperately as 
some students want to get away 
from home, some students pre-
fer not to or can’t afford to leave 
their current location. Whether the 
student is place-bound for family 
obligations, financial reasons, job 
responsibilities, or transportation 
reasons, the local community col-
lege may be a solid option.

PROGRAMS: Community colleg-
es offer a wide range of programs 
attracting a wide range of students. 
These can include programs that 
transfer to universities, technical 
education programs, programs 
to upgrade job skills for students 
seeking to expand their employ-
ment opportunities, programs that 
meet a particular local demand, 
and programs that serve individual 
interest.

ENVIRONMENT: This may be a 
more important factor than the 
others because, in the long run, if 

students don’t like their environ-
ment, they won’t be as successful. 
Some factors in environment are 
subjective, and students will have 
to decide if a college fits just by be-
ing on campus. Other factors can 
be compared between colleges. 
Class size is important; the smaller 
the class size, the more attention 
students get. Community colleges 
sometimes have a lower student-
to-instructor ratio, making contact 
with the instructor more likely. This 
may or may not be the case at a 
university, especially at a research 
institution where students may en-
counter more graduate assistants 
or teaching assistants than profes-
sors. Community colleges also offer 
the possibility of remediation. If the 
student struggles in a subject and 
needs more time to be successful, 
community college can offer that 
possibility. A four-year institution 
will likely tell students who need re-
mediation to go to the community 
college until they are ready for the 
college-level coursework.

To successfully guide your stu-
dents into making the right post-
secondary choices, you should be 
familiar with your local community 
colleges, the programs available, 
the student success rate, and the 
variety of reasons students choose 
to attend community college. You 
can be the key in providing the 
information students and their 
parents need to make an informed 
decision about where to attend col-
lege. The improvements in commu-
nity colleges over the past decades 
make them a good option for a 
wider variety of students than ever 
before. 

Mark Boggie is director, Student 

Development Center for Cochise College 

in Sierra Vista, Ariz. He can be reached 

at boggiem@cochise.edu. Contact the 

author for references to this article. 

This article was previously published in 

ASCA School Counselor, Vol. 48, No. 2. 
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