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This paper explores the journey of a school counselor.
Celebrating their victories, acknowledging their
challenges, and inviting you to discover the incredible
impact that happens when we let counselors lead with
their expertise.
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Bridging the Great Disconnect

The educational landscape is currently defined by a profound
disconnect. High-level academic research often remains siloed in
journals, while school counselors on the frontline navigate role
ambiguity, systemic invisibility, and shifting administrative
demands. When research does not reach practice, and practice is
not protected by policy, the ultimate impact on student equity is
diminished.

The Institute for School Counseling Advocacy & Research (ISCAR)
was established to solve this structural crisis. We believe that
advocacy is not a solitary effort, but a strategic ecosystem.

Reclaiming the Identity of the Profession

ISCAR exists to transform invisible work into a visible, data-driven,
and indispensable cornerstone of the educational sector. We are not
just studying the gaps in our system; we are building the bridges
required to close them.

By unifying researchers, practitioners, and policymakers, we
ensure that the leaders of student success, our school counselors,
have the evidence-based resources they need to lead with authority
and provide equitable services for all.
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Sarah Whipp, Ed.D - Executive Director
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Issue 1: Breaking the Silence on the Advocacy Gap

The Institute for School Counseling Advocacy & Research (ISCAR) was founded on the
belief that for the school counseling profession to evolve, the lived experiences of those in
the hallways must be brought into the light. The Hidden Frontlineserves as a platform for
these narratives, recognizing that school counseling is often an invisible sector of
education where the most significant work goes unrecognized. We believe these stories
deserve to be told in an effort to represent the full spectrum of the professional journey.

Our Process: Honoring the Narrative

The insights presented in this report are the result of a deliberate, human-centered
qualitative process. Participants were recruited via social media platforms, seeking
individuals from diverse geographic regions who were interested in sharing the unfiltered
truth of their professional lives.

The methodology included:

e Virtual Consultations: Semi-structured interviews were conducted through virtual
meetings to ensure a comfortable, focused environment for storytelling.

» Experience-Based Inquiry: Questions were not standardized in a rigid format but
were instead tailored to each counselor’s unique shared experiences, allowing the
conversation to flow into the areas of greatest impact for them and their students.

e Thematic Analysis: Following the interviews, a thematic analysis was conducted of the
conversation and meeting notes to identify recurring challenges, shared successes, and
systemic trends across regions.

A Commitment to Anonymity

At ISCAR, we recognize that professional vulnerability is often a barrier to truth-telling. In
many educational environments, speaking candidly about systemic failures or personal
struggles can carry significant risk. To honor and protect these voices, ISCAR maintains a
strict protocol of anonymity. Names, specific school districts, and precise locations have
been removed or generalized. For this report, participants are identified only by their
broad geographic region. This protection is not merely a courtesy; it is a professional
standard that ensures our contributors can speak with absolute honesty, allowingThe
Hidden Frontlineto serve as an authentic reflection of the state of school counseling today.
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The Practitioners: Voices Across Regions

To provide a window into the systemic challenges facing the field, this report centers on
the lived experiences of three practitioners who reached out to ISCAR with a shared sense
of urgency. Though they work in vastly different geographic and socio-economic
landscapes, they are united by a common goal: to advocate for a profession they believe in
but find increasingly difficult to navigate.

e The Northeast Narrative: A school counseling department lead serving within an
alternative education setting. She has been working in the school counseling profession
for eight years. Her daily reality is defined by high-intensity student support and
navigating complex safety protocols for a vulnerable population.

* The Midwest Narrative: An elementary school counselor within a large urban district.
Her perspective is shaped by five years of experience navigating bureaucratic systems
where a lack of leadership often silences the counselor’s professional expertise and
recommendations.

e The Southeast Narrative: A dual-certified professional (LPC and School Counselor) for
thirteen years, who has served a rural community across multiple buildings, specifically
supporting high school students. Her story represents the profession's breaking point.
A journey of high-volume caseloads and isolation that ultimately led to her resignation.

The Perception of School Counseling: Intent vs. Reality

Every counselor who shared their story for this issue began their professional journey
with a singular, selfless intention: to be a person who helps students navigate their most
difficult challenges, supporting them academically, socially, and professionally. Their
desire to improve student wellness is the baseline intentionality of being a school
counselor. However, a profound disconnect has emerged between that initial intent and
the daily reality of the role. In the Northeast, the school counseling department lead
described this disconnect as the ultimate "job description lie". A scenario of a bait-and-
switch, where passionate professionals are lured into roles with the promise of providing
mental health support, only to find themselves trapped in a cycle of administrative chaos

and behavioral crisis management.
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The School Counseling Disconnect: Intent vs. Reality
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In the Southeast, the counselor reported that this scenario manifested as a gradual erosion
of professional identity. As a dual-certified professional, she found her days consumed by
clerical work rather than by meeting with students in small groups or offering
individualized services to students in need. Even in the Midwest, where the counselor has
five years of experience, she described a sense of "professional invisibility" in which her
expertise went unheard when the district wanted to purchase a wellness curriculum for
students. For all three counselors, their superiors' perceptions of the counseling role
influenced how they assigned duties and how they valued their professional knowledge.
This led the counselors to report feeling that they were failing their professional mission.

When the duty to help kids is sidelined by the demand to manage administrators'
perceptions, it creates a crisis of professional identity. These individuals feel they are not
doing what they set out to do, leading to a systemic, not personal, sense of failure.
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The Leadership Vacuum and the Evaluation Trap

This erosion of the school counseling role is sustained by a persistent leadership vacuum
that leaves many counselors feeling like an afterthought. In the Midwest, the counselor in
a large urban district described the devastating impact of budget cuts that eliminated the
district-level lead school counselor position. While their counterparts in social work
maintained specialized district leadership and professional growth opportunities, school
counselors were left without a dedicated voice in district-wide decision-making.
Effectively rendering them invisible to the bureaucracy and unable to advocate for
themselves or their students. The lack of a district school counseling lead led to social
workers being assigned school counseling duties and to school counselors being expected
to perform more administrative tasks.

This lack of specialized leadership is even more pronounced in the Southeast, where
counselors are often supervised and evaluated by principals rather than by experienced
counselors. Because these administrators have never served in a counseling role, they
prioritize logistical compliance and management over delivering Tier 1 or Tier 2 support
services to students. This vacuum leads directly to the evaluation trap, where counselors
find themselves being assessed using teaching rubrics. Because administrators lack the
specific training to assess school counseling methods or restorative interventions, they
default to tools meant for classroom instruction, fundamentally failing to capture a
counselor’s true professional impact or provide a path for professional growth.

The Face of Discipline and the Failure of Support

In many settings, particularly within high-volume urban districts, this lack of role clarity
can lead to the discipline trap. This occurs when a counselor is inadvertently positioned as
the primary responder for all behavioral outbursts, effectively becoming the "face of
discipline.” This role is not only exhausting but also fundamentally unhealthy for the
student-counselor relationship. The Midwest counselor reported feeling uncomfortable
when expected to discipline students, noting that it is impossible to maintain a restorative,
trusting bond with a student while simultaneously acting as the primary source of
punishment. Breaking free of this trap requires the school counselor to engage in self-
advocacy to set boundaries with administrators, moving the role away from punitive
reactions and back toward a restorative re-entry model.
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Perhaps the most distressing commonality across these regions is the self-advocacy gap
that occurs when counselors do reach out for help. When the Southeast counselor reached
a breaking point, working across several buildings and supporting over 600 students, she
sought guidance from the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) and her state
association. In both instances, she was redirected or told to "use her self-advocacy skills"
and review documentation from ASCA. This response, telling a professional to fix a
structural, systemic failure through individual willpower, was the final straw in the
decision to leave the school counseling profession. It serves as a stark reminder that when
the professional safety net tells counselors to save themselves while they are drowning,
the result is a loss of talent.

Pockets of Success: Reclaiming their Voice

Despite these overwhelming hurdles, The Hidden Frontline reveals significant successes
that demonstrate the profession's resilience when counselors are able to lean into their
expertise and advocate for systemic boundaries. These successes serve as a blueprint for
reclaiming the role, even in high-pressure environments.

Pockets of Success: Reclaiming the School Counselor’s Voice

While the counseling profession faces overwhelming hurdles, successful practitioners are leaning into their expertise to advocate for systemic boundaries.
These case studies from across the U.S. demonstrate how counselors are successfully reclaiming their roles as student-centered practitioners.
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In the Midwest, success was defined by a strategic cultural shift. The school counselor
reported that the counseling department had successfully established a collaborative
behavioral health team. With this team, counselors successfully implemented morning
meetings and Tier 1 Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) strategies. Rather than waiting for
crises to occur, they built in time for student and teacher capacity on the front end, which
resulted in a marked reduction in the frequency and intensity of behavioral outbursts.
This proactive victory was paired with a personal advocacy win: the counselor
successfully negotiated her way out of the disciplinarian role. By demonstrating that her
impact was greater as a restorative practitioner than a punitive one, she was able to
rebuild the trust necessary for intentional counseling work.

In the Northeast, success has taken the form of "mentorship as a shield." Recognizing the
nature of the beast in an alternative education setting, the veteran school counseling
department lead has transformed her role into a protective barrier for her fellow school
counselors. She intentionally takes on more administrative tasks and manages
expectations to perform inappropriate duties, so her team of school counselors can focus
100% of their energy on direct student interaction. This shielding ensures that the system
does not burn out the next generation of counselors before they have had the chance to
see how their work helps change a student’s life.

In the Southeast, even amid the decision to leave, success was found in the counseling
role's expected outcomes. The counselor leaned into her role as a mentor, echoing the
positive influences that shaped her own journey. She found fulfillment in the quiet
victories, the moments where she could provide a safe harbor for a child, even if only for
twenty minutes between clerical tasks. These counselors continue to find purpose in the
enduring power of student connection, proving that the heart of the profession remains
resilient even when the surrounding structure is fractured.
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Research-Backed Recommendations for Systemic Change
The voices from these school counselors are clear: the current model of school counseling

is unsustainable. To protect this vital profession, school district leaders and the
community must consider the following:

Re-establish specialized district leadership: To solve the leadership vacuum, districts should
implement Counseling Lead positions. Supervisors who hold school counseling
credentials. Research in the Professional School Counseling journal suggests that
specialized supervision is a top protective factor against secondary traumatic stress and
burnout (Kim & Lambie, 2024).

Audit job descriptions: Research consistently shows that when counselors are forced into
"junk drawer" roles, it creates systemic role stress that directly leads to practitioner
burnout and a decrease in the quality of student support services (Kim & Lambie, 2024).
Districts must move beyond suggested guidelines and implement mandatory time-use
audits. If a counselor is performing duties such as testing coordination or discipline
management, they are not providing the 80% of direct student service required for
impact.

A Shift from Individual to Systemic Advocacy: The mantra of self-advocacy has failed our
most vulnerable counselors. Professional organizations and ISCAR must move toward
local support and legislative advocacy to codify the counselor's role in state law, including
strict caseload caps (targeting 250:1) and legal protections against non-counseling duties,
with processes in place to ensure districts comply with these regulations.

Include counselor voices in policy drafting: Mandates regarding student mental health and
behavioral intervention must be informed by those with clinical training to ensure they
are developmentally realistic. Research indicates that top-down policy implementation
without practitioner input often leads to role stress, where counselors are forced to
implement programs that may be culturally or developmentally misaligned with their
specific student population (Mullis & Chae, 2025). Including counselors in the drafting
phase ensures that policies are not just administratively convenient, but clinically sound.
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Reform evaluation rubrics: It is imperative that districts transition away from classroom-
teaching rubrics and toward tools that measure counselor competencies and ASCA-
aligned student outcomes. Studies show that when school counselors are evaluated with
tools designed for teachers, this practice significantly increases role ambiguity and job
dissatisfaction (Barden et al., 2024). Reforming these rubrics to reflect actual counseling
duties, such as crisis intervention, small-group facilitation, and individual planning,
validates the specialized nature of the work and provides a meaningful metric for
professional growth.

ISCAR is committed to being the advocate that these counselors were told to be for
themselves. It is time to step up and ensure that the people working on this hidden
frontline are finally recognized, respected, and protected.

A Note on the Intent of This Report

The narratives within The Hidden Frontline are undeniably heavy, and for some, they may
feel deeply critical of the current educational landscape. However, the intention of this
work is never to disparage or to simply collect a catalog of grievances. Our goal is to
provide an honest, unvarnished look at the systemic pressures that too often go unspoken.

We share these stories because advocacy cannot exist without truth. For the counselor
who feels isolated in a caseload of hundreds, or the professional who feels their voice has
been silenced by non-counseling tasks, we want you to know that you are not alone. By
bringing these hidden experiences into the light, we hope to move past the silence that
leads to burnout. Our ultimate aim is to provide a sense of shared purpose and hope,
proving that, through collective honesty, experience-sharing, and systemic reform, we can
reclaim the profession and return to the work we all set out to do: helping students thrive
and be successful.
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Connect & Collaborate

At ISCAR, we collaborate with school districts, state
associations, non-profits, and more to help advocate
for the school counseling profession. Click below to
learn more or reach out to get additional information.

Get in Touch


https://scadvocacy.org/get-in-touch/

