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The Beliefs and Practices of
School Counselors Who Use Data
to Implement Comprehensive
School Counseling Programs

School counselors are vequirved to implement accounta-
bility strategies in ovder to increase student perform-
ance and contribute to closing the achievement gap.
This study investigates the beliefs and practices of
school counselors who have earned national recogni-
tion for implementing comprehensive school counseling
programs based on identifying program goals and
using data to close the achievement gap. The study
asked Recognized ASCA Model Program (RAMP)
school counselors how they use data to inform program
decisions and their beliefs about using data. The results
suggest that school counselors who have enrned RAMP
understand the importance of using data to provide
services to students and drive program evaluation
and improvement. Pavticipation in the RAMP process
appears to have a positive impact on data practices
and school counselors’ beliefs nbout the importance of
using datn.

school reform, it is the foundation of transfor-
mative school counseling. Studies indicate that
implementing school counseling accountability
strategies as a result of collecting and analyzing data
can lead to increased student performance, con-
tribute to closing the achievement gap, and demon-
strate program cffectiveness (House & Hayes, 2002;
Isaacs, 2003; Johnson, 2002; Rowell, 2006; Sink &
Stroh, 2003; Ward, 2009; Ware & Galassi, 2006).
Yet, school counselors often do not systemically use
data to advance student success. The authors con-
ducted this study to determine how school coun-
selor recipients of the Recognized ASCA Model
Program (RAMP) utilize data to inform decisions
and to understand their motivational beliefs.
Policymakers and counseling leaders acknowledge
the power of data to inform instructional outcomes
and to channel school counselors’ roles in school
reform (e.g., American School Counselor
Association [ASCA], 2008; Council for the
Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs [CACREP], 2009; Dimmit,

The call to use data is not only clearly defined in

2009; Education Trust, 1997; Erford, 2009;
Holcomb-McCoy, 2007; Isaacs, 2003). The No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 requires
cach state to implement a statewide accountability
system addressing the academic needs of all stu-
dents. Thus, usage is key to the improvement of
educational outcomes. Many central office adminis-
trators use data to inform decisions that improve
instruction, demonstrate progress toward meeting
state standards, justify program funding and person-
nel, and determine professional development needs
(Whiston, 1996). Most recently, A Blueprint for
Reform: The Reauthorization of Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (U.S. Department of
Education, 2010) identifies targeted education
reform efforts and builds on previous reforms such
as NCLB and the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009. Principals, teachers, and
ancillary educators are expected to collect, aggre-
gate, and disaggregate data to understand the con-
text of closing the achievement gap.

ASCA (2005) defines the use of data as an
“accountable method to align the school counseling
program with the school’s academic mission”
(p-16). Various accountability strategies have been
encouraged from the early years of the guidance and
counseling movement. Accountability is often seen
as a catalyst to enhance school counselor credibility
and a means to establish desirable outcomes for
school counseling programs (Gysbers, 2010;
Gysbers & Moore, 1974; Sink, 2009; Whiston,
1996). For instance, Gysbers (2010) detailed the
evolution and consistent need for school counseling
accountability strategies from the 1920s to the pres-
ent, describing briefly various evaluative interven-
tions that impact school counseling programs and
student outcomes. Researchers have postulated, and
in some cases demonstrated, that students enrolled
in schools with fully implemented and well-estab-
lished comprehensive school counseling programs
have increased academic achievement on criterion
and norm reference assessments, sustained positive

15:2 DECEMBER 2011 | ASCA 67


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F2156759X1101500204&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-02-15

Principals, teachers,

and ancillary

educators are

expected to collect,

68

aggregate, and
disaggregate data
to understand the
context of

dosing the

achievement gap.

teacher relationships, and overall positive student
success (Erford, 2009; Lapan, Gysbers, & Kayson,
2006; Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001; Nelson,
Gardner, & Fox, 1998; Sink, Akos, Turnbull, &
Mvududu, 2008; Sink & Stroh, 2003; Whiston &
Quinby, 2009). Counselor educators, professional
associations, and policy organizations have also
issued an urgent call for school counselors to use
data to evaluate the impact of school counseling
programs on student academic success, among other
outcomes (e.g., ASCA, 2005; Dahir & Stone, 2003;
Dimmit, 2009; Education Trust, 1999; Gysbers,
2010; House & Hayes, 2002; Young &
Kaffenberger 2009).

ASCA (2005) has assumed a leadership role in
advocating for the use of data as central to the
implementation of a comprehensive school counsel-
ing program. To that end, ASCA recognizes exem-
plary school counseling programs that embrace the
ASCA National Model and successfully answer the
question, “How are students different as a result of
what school counselors do?” (ASCA, 2005, p. 59).
Collection, analysis, integration, and dissemination
of data are guiding practices for a Recognized ASCA
Model Program (RAMP).

RAMP award recognition is granted to individual
K-12 schools, not districts or school counselors, and
is intended to demonstrate how the school counsel-
ing program aligns with the ASCA National Model.
RAMP helps school counselors evaluate their pro-
gram and identify areas for improvement, and it ulti-
mately enhances the school counseling program’s
efforts to contribute to student success. The appli-
cation involves submitting 12 components that
include a statement of philosophy, a mission state-
ment, three school counseling program goals, com-
petencies and indicators, management agreements
for each counselor, advisory council, calendars, class-
room guidance curriculum action plans and lessons,
classroom guidance curriculum results reports, small
group counseling responsive services, closing-the-
gap results report, and a program reflection. In addi-
tion to these documents, each of the first 11 com-
ponents requires a narrative that provides the ration-
ale for the information submitted. The use of data is
central to the RAMP process. School counselors are
required to review their data to identify three pro-
gram goals that align with the school counseling
mission statement and target specific gap issues (e.g.,
behavior, attendance, achievement). RAMP appli-
cants also must identify interventions to evaluate the
impact of classroom guidance curriculum lesson
plans, small group interventions, and closing-the-
gap interventions, and report results that include
process, perception, and outcome data.

Despite this ongoing call for accountability, anec-
dotal evidence suggests that school counselors
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remain slow to respond (Johnson, Rochkind, & Ott,
2010). Isaacs (2003) speculated that resistance to
change and not systematically confronting educa-
tional barriers can prevent school counselors from
making data-driven decisions about improving stu-
dent performance. Avoidance of change and lack of
general self-efficacy and school counselor self-effica-
cy can also limit data-driven decision making
(Holcomb-McCoy, Gonzales, & Johnson, 2009).
Holcomb-McCoy et al. examined school counselor
dispositions and found that willingness to use data
to improve school counseling interventions was
more closely related to school counselor self-efficacy
than openness to change or commitment to the
school counseling profession. Furthermore,
Bodenhorn, Wolfe, and Airen (2010) examined the
relationship between school counselor self-efficacy
and perception of existing achievement gaps and
found that participants with higher school counselor
self-efficacy were more likely to identify achievement
gaps in their buildings and to use the ASCA Model
as a framework for their school counseling pro-
grams. These two studies indicate that when school
counselors feel more confident in their abilities, they
are more likely to use data to address achievement
gap issues.

The pressing issue is, therefore, how to help
school counselors increase their use of accountabili-
ty strategies. Most school counselors acknowledge
the importance of using data, but lack clarity about
how to analyze data and implement accountability
strategies (Whiston & Quinby, 2009). Professional
development efforts sponsored by district and
school counseling associations have been somewhat
effective in assisting school counselors understand
the importance of using data, but have not necessar-
ily increased their actual use of data (Holcomb-
McCoy et al., 2009).

What is unclear is how to help school counselors
repeatedly use data to develop and improve their
school counseling programs. Given this state of
affairs, the authors conducted this study in order to
understand the beliefs and practices of a particular
group of school counselors who are consistently
using data. To determine how school counselors are
using data, their attitudes about data, and what
motivates them to use data, the authors investigated
how developing data-driven comprehensive school
counseling programs influences school counselors
who are Recognized ASCA Model Program
(RAMP) recipients.

Research Questions

This investigation was intended to inform school
counseling professionals about beliefs and practices
of school counselors who have been recognized for
their consistent use of data to develop a comprehen-



sive school counseling program. The authors exam-
ined six research questions: (a) How do RAMP
school counselors use data? (b) What motivates
RAMP school counselors to collect and analyze
data? (c) What type of data practices do RAMP
school counselors use to collect and analyze data?
(d) How are RAMP school counselors trained to use
data? (e) How do RAMP school counselors share
data? and (f) What do RAMP school counselors
believe about the importance of using data?

METHOD

This descriptive study examined RAMP school
counselors’ beliefs about using data and their data
practices. Participants in the study completed a 20-
item questionnaire online.

Participants and Procedures

The authors used a purposive sample to identify
school counseling participants for this study. RAMP
school counselors were asked to participate because
of their validated use of data and ability to provide
equitable services to all students as evident through
national recognition. The authors obtained a list
containing RAMP program recipients that was
approved by the American School Counselor
Association. At the time of this study (2010), 231
school counseling programs had carned this recog-
nition. The identified point of contact from each of
the 231 RAMP school programs was invited to par-
ticipate in the research. An electronic survey was
sent twice to the RAMP school counseling point of
contact within a two-month timeframe. The first
attempt yielded 78 responses. The second attempt
yielded an additional 36 responses for 114 (48%)
school counselor responses. Forty-two participants
(36.8%) were elementary school counselors, 23
(20.2%) were middle school counselors, and 49
(43%) were high school counselors. The mean years
of school counseling experience for participants was
4.86 (SD = 1.86). School counselors’ average stu-
dent population and counselor-to-student ratio var-
ied by school level, ranging from 318 to 522 stu-
dents (see Table 1). Gender and ethnicity data were
not collected.

Instrumentation

To answer the research questions, the investigators
developed a survey based on a review of the litera-
ture and adapted questions from an instrument
piloted with approximately 250 school counselors
during data training workshops over a three-year
timeframe. The school counselor assessment, Data
Beliefs and Practices Survey (DBAPS), consists of 20
items. The subscale of questions assessing coun-
selors’ perceptions of data practices and uses consist-

Table 1. Average Student Population and Counselor-to-Student

Ratio, by School Level

n M SD
Student Population
Elementary School Counselors 42 675 273.39
Middle School Counselors 23 846 301.51
High School Counselors 49 1,922 676.57
Counselor-to-Student Ratio
Elementary School Counselors 42 522 222.59
Middle School Counselors 22 339 151.46
High School Counselors 49 318 105.05
ed of 13 items (o = .93) using a 7-point Likert scale
with the anchors ranging from 1 = strongly disagree
to 7 = strongly agree. Participants were requested to
answer statements as a result of participating in the
RAMP process. For example, some of the items that
assessed school counselors’ data practices included,
“I use data to identify barriers that impede student
performance,” “I regularly review my school’s data RAMP helps school
(academic, attendance, behavior) to identity gaps,”
and “I use data to prepare students for college readi- counselors evaluate
ness.” For a complete list of survey items that look .
at data practices, see Table 2. Items such as, “I use their program and
quantitative data collection methods to improve my . .
school counseling services/programs” and “I use identify areas for
qualitative data collection methods to improve my .
school counseling services/programs” assess the | Improvement, and
type of data collection methods school counselors . .
used. Items 14-18 required participants to check all it ultimately
that apply and measured school counselors’ data
training and data sharing practices. Two open-ended enhances the school
questions assessed school counselors’ motivation to .
use data and their understanding of the purposes for counseling
using data. Those questions were (a) “What moti- ,
vates you to use data?” and (b) “What are the three program’s efforts to
most important reasons you use data?” The purpose .
of the questions was to understand the school coun- contribute to
selors” personal motivation and to understand their
perceptions of the reasons they use data. student success.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics suggest that RAMP school
counselors demonstrate a high level of ability in col-
lecting and using data to inform practices (see Table
2). This section presents specific results according to
cach research question. Omitted items do not influ-
ence the descriptive statistical outcome of sample
responses.
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Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Counselors’ Data Practices

Question n M S§D
I have increased my use of data to demonstrate the effectiveness of my school counseling program. 113 6.47 1.02
I have maintained my momentum to use data. 113 6.24 1.00
I use data to identify barriers that impede student performance. 113 6.27 98
I regularly review my school’s data (academic, attendance, behavior) to identify gaps. 113 6.32 1.12
I use data to inform and facilitate the school counseling services and programs that I lead. 113 6.44 .96
I use quantitative data collection methods to improve my school counseling services/programs. 112 6.27 1.14
I use qualitative data collection methods to improve my school counseling services /programs. 112 6.27 1.02
I analyze the data I collect. 112 6.50 91
Our school counseling department uses data to set strategic goals. 109 6.34 1.03
I use data to identify and close achievement gaps in my building. 112 6.25 1.11
I use data to evaluate student enrollment patterns. 111 491 1.56
I regularly conduct pre-tests when facilitating classroom guidance lessons, workshops, 112 6.15 1.13
and small group counseling interventions.
I use data to prepare students for college readiness. 112 5.29 1.66

Note. Survey results indicated on a Likert scale of 1 to 7 where 1 indicates “Strongly Disagree” and 7 indicates “Strongly Agree.”
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Research Question 1

How do RAMP school counselors working in com-
prehensive school counseling programs use data?
School counselors indicated using data for a variety
of purposes (see Table 2). Nearly all school coun-
selors (7 = 113) agreed or strongly agreed that they
have increased their use of data as a result of the
RAMP process, and reported that they use data to
inform school counseling services and programs
they lead (90% and 90%, respectively). Similarly,
most school counselors agreed or strongly agreed
that they use data to identify barriers that impede
student performance, or reported that, in order to
identify gaps in specific indicators of school success,
they regularly review their school’s report card,
which provides an assessment of student academic
performance, attendance, and behavior (80% and
85%, respectively.)

The researchers performed an analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on all 13 questions related to school
counselors’ perceptions of data practices and uses to
determine if there were any significant differences by
school level. Assumptions of independence, normal-
ity, and homogeneity of variance were met for an
omnibus F test. The authors used a Boneferronni
adjustment to account for the error that was intro-
duced by computing multiple ANOVAs. Therefore,
results were only considered statistically significant if
they produced a p value less than .001. The omnibus
F tests indicated that two questions generated statis-
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tically significant results. Tukey post hoc tests were
used to identify specific school-level differences on
the dependent variables.

The ANOVA F-test results indicate that statistical-
ly significant differences existed among counselors’
use of data to prepare students for college readiness
by school level, K3, 108) =21.28, p < .001,
m? = .37. Results from the post hoc test (see Table
4) indicate that elementary school counselors were
significantly less likely to indicate the use of data to
prepare students for college readiness than were
middle school counselors (p = .001) and high
school counselors (p < .001).

The ANOVA F-test results also indicate statistical-
ly significant differences among counselors’ use of
data to evaluate school enrollment patterns by
school level, K3,107) = 3.18, p=3.18, p= .03,
m? = .08. After accounting for the Bonferroni
adjustment, however, these results are not consid-
ered statistically significant. Results from the Tukey
post hoc comparison indicate that high school coun-
selors were significantly more likely to indicate that
they use data to evaluate school enrollment patterns
than were elementary school counselors (p = .03).

Research Question 2

The second research question, “What motivates
RAMP school counselors to collect and analyze
data?” was explored using one open-ended item
(“What motivates you to use data?”). One hundred



Table 3. Percent of School Counselors who “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” with the following statements

Question

I have increased my use of data to demonstrate the effectiveness of my school counseling program.

I have maintained my momentum to use data.

I use data to identify barriers that impede student performance.

I regularly review my school’s data (academic, attendance, behavior) to identify gaps.

I use data to inform and facilitate the school counseling services and programs that I lead.

I use quantitative data collection methods to improve my school counseling services /programs.

I use qualitative data collection methods to improve my school counseling services /programs.

I analyze the data I collect.

Our school counseling department uses data to set strategic goals.

I use data to identify and close achievement gaps in my building.

I use data to evaluate student enrollment patterns.

I regularly conduct pre-tests when facilitating classroom guidance lessons, workshops,

and small group counseling interventions.

I use data to prepare students for college readiness.

Note. Survey results indicated on a Likert scale of 1 to 7 where 1 indicates “Strongly Disagree” and 7 indicates “Strongly Agree.”

and five of the 113 participants provided 180 quali-
tative responses that the researchers coded through
the identification of emerging themes and cate-
gories. The second author conducted the primary
coding analysis. The first author and a research assis-
tant conducted investigator triangulation to ensure
accuracy of the coding process and to prevent
researcher bias (Denzin & Lincoln, 1995;
Richardson, 2000). To refine the coding process,
the authors used classical content analysis tech-
niques. They carefully reviewed qualitative data from
the open-ended responses and categorized them
into matrix units. The next step involved coding
cach unit into themes or related variables that could
be analyzed for descriptive statistical purposes
(Roberts, 1997; Strauss, 1987). For this study, the
researchers calculated the percentage of agreement
for each theme and identified core categories that
account for significant theme variation and similari-
ties. The four primary themes that emerged were:
student needs, program evaluation, advocacy for the
profession, and accountability expectations. Results
are reported descriptively and verbatim to give voice
to participants’ perceptions and practices (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000; Morrow, 2005; Patton, 2002).
Student needs. Fifty-six of the 180 school coun-
selor responses (31%) indicated that using data
helped them meet the needs of students. Using data
allowed them to make informed decisions about
strategies and interventions to help students

(n = 28), assured that all students were academical-
ly successful (7 = 22), and allowed them to assure
equity and access (7 = 6).

Program evaluation. The theme of program
evaluation or improvement emerged among 44 of
the 180 school counselor responses (24%).
Specifically, school counselors reported using data to
help them conduct program evaluation and make
improvements (7 = 35) and make data-driven deci-
sions (7 = 8). One counselor mentioned the ability
to link school counselor results data to college readi-
ness.

Advocating for the profession. In 48 of the 180
school counselor responses (27%), what motivates
use of data is that the information allows them to
advocate for the school counselor position, gain
credibility, and demonstrate that school counselors
make a difference (7 = 43) and to share results data
with stakeholders (# = 5).

Accountability expectations. Thirty-two of the
180 school counselor responses identified external
(n = 22) and internal motivators (# = 10). Seven
school counselors reported that they were motivat-
ed to use data because the RAMP process required
them to do so. Five said they were required to do so
by school and/or district administrators, and 10
indicated that they were required to share data with
stakeholders. Ten school counselors indicated that
their motivation to use data was driven by personal
interest or participation in previous in-services that

n Percent
113 90.3%
113 83.4%
113 88.6%
113 85.1%
113 90.3%
112 84.2%
112 86.8%
112 92.1%
109 82.5%
112 84.2%
111 42.1%
112 78.0%
112 51.8%

What is it about the
RAMP process that
seems to encourage
the use of data and
reinforce school
counselors’ beliefs
about the
importance of
using data?

15:2 DECEMBER 2011 | AscA 71



Table 4. Multiple Comparisons for Data Practices

Among School Level Groups

95% CI for AM

School Level AM  SEAM Lower Upper

I use data to prepare students

for college readiness.
Elementary — Middle -1.40* .36 -2.34 -47
Elementary — High -2.23* 28 296 -1.49
High — Middle .82 29 -09 173

Note. *p < .001.
AM = Difference between means.

SEAM = Standard error of difference between means.

95% CI for AM = 95% Confidence interval of the difference.
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helped them to see the helpfulness of data collection
and analysis.

Research Question 3

What types of methods are used by RAMP school
counselors to collect and analyze data? The question
was answered by two Likert-scale statements: “I use
quantitative data collection methods to improve my
school counseling services/programs,” and “I use
qualitative data collection methods to improve my
school counseling services/programs.” Descriptive
data from the DBAPS indicated that RAMP school
counselors used both quantitative and qualitative
collection methods (see Table 3). Eighty-four per-
cent of respondents (7 = 112) agreed or strongly
agreed that they use quantitative data collection
methods to improve their school counseling servic-
es and programs (M = 6.27). Eighty-seven percent
of respondents (7 = 112) agreed or strongly agreed
that they use qualitative data collection methods to
improve school counseling services and programs in
their buildings (M = 6.27, SD = 6.14). Eighty-two
percent of respondents (7 = 112) agreed or strong-
ly agreed that they analyze the data they collect.
Seventy-eight percent of respondents (7 = 112)
indicated they agreed or strongly agreed that they
conduct pre-post evaluations when facilitating class-
room guidance lessons, workshops, and small group
interventions (M = 6.15, SD = 1.13).

Research Question 4

The fourth question was, “How are RAMP school
counselors trained to use data?” School counselors
responded to the “check all that apply” question in
various ways. Seventy percent of respondents (n =
80) indicated that they were trained to use data dur-
ing district professional development trainings.
Fifty-four percent indicated they were trained to use
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data in graduate school (7 = 62). Thirty-nine per-
cent indicated they were trained to use data at state
or national conferences (7 = 45). Six percent
(n = 7) indicated that they were not trained to use
data.

Research Question 5

The fifth research question, “How do RAMP school
counselors share the data?” asked respondents to
“check all that apply” and was answered by all 114
respondents. Ninety-four percent (7 = 108) share
data with administrators, 88% (7 = 101) with coun-
seling colleagues, 79% with teachers (z = 91), and
60% with parents (7 = 69). The lowest percentage
(50%, n =57) share data with the students they
serve. School counselors were more likely to report
data through a narrative report (81%, » = 92) rather
than using tables (70%, n = 80) or charts (73%,
7 = 83). A small number (4%, n = 5) suggested that
they do not report data results.

Research Question 6

To answer research question 6, “What do RAMP
school counselors believe about the importance of
using data?” school counselors were asked: “What
are the three most important reasons you use data?”
One hundred three respondents offered 329 reasons
why using data is important. Using content analysis,
coded responses fell into themes similar to those that
emerged in response to question 2. The themes
were: student needs, program evaluation, advocacy
for the profession, and accountability expectations.

Student needs. Of the total number of reasons
given for using data, 123 of the 329 comments
(37%) related to meeting the needs of students. This
theme spoke to the use of data to assess student
needs in order to target interventions (7 = 63),
increase student achievement (7 = 39), close the
achievement gap (7 = 19) and prepare students for
college (7 = 2). The school counselors also report-
ed using data to “identify barriers to student suc-
cess,” or “to identify what works and doesn’t work”
and “to make informed decisions about what is best
for kids.”

Program evaluation. Of the total number of rea-
sons given for using data, 131 responses (40%) were
related to program evaluation and improvement.
This theme fell into two categories: evaluating
school counseling programs and interventions with
the goals of program improvement (7 = 90) and
being data driven, working more efficiently as a
result of using data (# = 41). One school counselor
put it this way: data is used “to assess the school
counseling program and drive our specific goals and
programs according to the needs of the school.”

Advocate for the profession. Fifty-six of the
responses (17%) referred to the use of data to vali-



date and advocate for school counseling programs.
This theme spoke to the use of data to validate
school counseling services and to advocate for
school counseling interventions and programs
(n = 37) and the desire to share results with stake-
holders to demonstrate how school counseling pro-
grams make a difference (z = 19).

Accountability expectation. Twenty of the
responses (6%) were related to the expectation of
others to collect data. Several school counselors said
that data make school counselors “accountable.”
Only two counselors said that their reason was for
using data was the RAMP application.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study indicate that a substantial
percentage (approximately 82.5%) of RAMP school
counselors are using data to inform program deci-
sions. Participants reported a clear understanding
and consistent use of quantitative and qualitative
data collection methods and continued to use data
after seeing the power of data-driven decision mak-
ing. Beyond this, 91% of RAMP school counselors
say that they have increased their use of data and
84% indicate that, since attaining RAMP, they have
maintained their momentum to use data. Survey
responses also indicate that RAMP school coun-
selors share results data with administrators, col-
leagues, teachers, and parents, although sharing data
with parents and students was an outcome less like-
ly to occur.

So what is it about the RAMP process that seems
to encourage the use of data and reinforce school
counselors’ beliefs about the importance of using
data? The majority of school counselors in this study
reported that participation in the RAMP process and
observing the impact of targeted interventions that
address gaps reinforced the importance of using
data. One school counselor said, “Honestly?
Initially, it was the RAMP application; however,
going through the process of completing the appli-
cation has really transformed the way the entire
department thinks about what we do. We are gen-
uinely concerned about the effectiveness of our pro-
grams.” Although a correlation between pursuing
RAMP and increased belief in the importance of
using data cannot be made, the findings of this study
suggest that RAMP provided one vehicle for
encouraging school counselors to use data and that,
once school counselors saw the power of data, they
were motivated to continue using data. As suggest-
ed in this study and others (Bodenhorn et al., 2010;
Holcomb-McCoy et al., 2009), school counselors’
self-efficacy—their confidence in their ability to use
data to address student needs and evaluate their
interventions—was reinforced when they saw the

power of data to make a difference for students and
may have increased as a result of engaging in the
RAMP process.

The two open-ended questions shed light on the
school counselors’ beliefs about data. Respondents
were asked, “What motivates you to use data?” and
“What are the three most important reasons you use
data?” The purpose of the questions was to under-
stand the school counselors’ personal motivation
and reasons for using data. Responses to the two
questions fell into the same four themes, with a great
deal of consistency among the percent of responses
(Patton, 2002; Richardson, 2000). For instance,
41% of the responses to question 2 about motivation
fell into the category concerning the needs of stu-
dents and 37% of the responses to question 6 fell
into the same category. The other four themes were
also consistent with less than a 3% difference in the
theme of program evaluation and less than a 1% dif-
ference between the last two theme percentages.
This finding may mean that school counselors did
not differentiate between motivation and reasons for
collecting data. In any case, this finding underscores
the fact that RAMP school counselors report that
they use data primarily to help students and improve
programs. The desire to advocate for their program
or meet external expectations appears to be second-
ary.

Although the findings of this study suggest that
RAMP school counselors believe in the power and
use of data to drive comprehensive school program-
ming, the results showed less of a tendency to use
data to evaluate program enrollment patterns or to
prepare students for college readiness. Previous
resecarch (McDonough, 2004; Schellenberg &
Grothaus, 2009; Sherrod, Getch, & Ziomek-Diagle,
2009) showed that school counselors directly con-
tribute to student success through the collaborative
implementation of evidence-based interventions,
advocating for rigorous course enrollment for all
students, and leading initiatives that broaden stu-
dents’ college preparedness and readiness. The
results further indicate that high school counselors
are significantly more likely to use data to evaluate
school enrollment patterns such as gifted, talented,
and honors classes than elementary school coun-
selors. However, this does not imply that student
enrollment and placement decisions are always made
with regard to equitable services at all levels
(Gysbers, 2010).

Furthermore, elementary school counselors
reported themselves to be less likely than middle and
high school counselors to use data for college readi-
ness. Given the assumption and correlation between
enrollment in courses of rigor and college readiness,
these findings are significant (McDonough, 2004).
Student enrollment in courses of rigor and focused
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college readiness at the elementary level should be
the norm (Hossler et al., 1999). At the elementary
level, the alignment of academics with career aware-
ness counseling is critical. Academic interventions
coupled with career counseling can provide a plat-
form for awareness and exposure to post-secondary
education expectations. Even RAMP school coun-
selors in this study were limited in their use of data
to encourage and create a college-going culture.

An additional finding emerged from this study
related to how school counselors report data.
Specifically, RAMP school counselors are not com-
municating with parents or students, as compared to
colleagues and administrators, about how they are
using data to drive program decisions. Sharing why
data are used as a catalyst to close achievement gaps
and improve program services can lead to height-
ened parent and student awareness and, in the case
of students, can result in enhanced self-regulated
behaviors (Dimmit, 2009).

School counselors receive training related to data
from a variety of sources, but which models are
more effective is not clear (Gysbers & Henderson,
2005; Peace & Sprinthall, 1998). The RAMP coun-
selors indicated that they received training in the use
of data from a variety of sources. Associations and
organizations (e.g., ASCA, 2005; Education Trust,
1999) suggest that training in isolation does not
increase school counselor use of data. Multiple train-
ing methods and training from various sources such
as district training, department of education, and
national associations may increase school counselor
use of data. In the case of the RAMP counselors,
training plus the incentive to use data to attain
RAMP may be an effective way to assure that school
counselors are implementing data driven programs.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL
COUNSELING PROFESSIONALS

Future Research
Based on the findings, the authors offer suggestions
for future research and implications for school coun-
seling professionals. Researchers interested in repli-
cating this study could expand the inquiry to address
the relationship of data use and self-efficacy. Given
the fact that the RAMP process has only existed for
approximately five years, an important investigation
would explore whether RAMP school counselors
continue to use data over time. Longitudinal RAMP
studies examining RAMP school counselor beliefs
and use of data by elementary, middle, and high
school levels could also contribute to the impact that
comprehensive school counseling programs have on
closing the achievement gap.

Additionally, the authors encourage school coun-
selors to engage in action research practices. School
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counselors who have completed the RAMP process
tend to understand the importance of using data and
may be motivated to continue using data to drive
their programs. Perhaps the RAMP process itself, the
process of developing a comprehensive school coun-
seling program based on goals derived from the
school data, may be the catalyst for the future use of
data and the development of evidence based practices.

Professional School Counselors

The findings of this research may suggest that imple-
menting a comprehensive school counseling pro-
gram that is based on using data increases school
counselors’ beliefs and practices about the use of
data. The authors provide four recommendations
for professional school counselors. First, school
counselors should be encouraged to implement
comprehensive school counseling programs based
on the identification of program goals. Goal setting
that is based on the school data and aligned with the
instructional mission statement increases data prac-
tices (ASCA, 2005).

Second, the use of data to examine enrollment
patterns and ensure access to equitable services for
all students should be the minimum expectation for
school counselors at any level. School counselors
must move from scheduling to coupling academic
advisement with career counseling in order to corre-
late the significance of enrollment in rigorous cours-
es with college preparedness (McDonough, 2004).
Early awareness and exposure to post-secondary
educational opportunities empowers students to
seek information about courses of rigor (Hossler et
al., 1999). To ensure that students are successful,
school counselors at all levels should commit to con-
tinuously reviewing students’ formative and summa-
tive academic progress and providing ongoing aca-
demic and career counseling.

Another increasingly critical reason for school
counselors to use data is to close achievement gaps
that exist for students of color and underrepresent-
ed populations. Some students from lower socio-
economic statuses have been socialized to believe
that educational attainment is not within their des-
tiny (Herring & Salazar, 2002). Closing the gap in
opportunities for students to learn and gain aca-
demic access is an educational equity goal that
begins with intensive and rigorous school curricula
that meet the needs of all students (Brown & Trusty,
2005).

Fourth, school counselors should consider sharing
the systemic impact of their data practices through
the use of tables or charts within summary reports
(Dahir & Stone, 2003; Young & Kaffenberger,
2009). Stakeholders such as administrators appreci-
ate concise visuals when seeking to improve the
instructional learning environment.



Counselor Educators

Given the finding that school counselors have
learned how to use data in a variety of settings, such
as professional development and conferences, and
that less than 50% were trained as a part of their grad-
uate school program, the authors recommend that all
school counselors receive systematic training in their
preparation programs but also as part of their jobs as
school counselors. Although the authors acknowl-
edge the percentage of participants who received
training in programs that did not emphasize the use
of data, the authors suggest that school counseling
graduate programs consider including courses that
help students ground their philosophical beliefs
about data practices and integrate data assignments
throughout the curricula. Specifically, counselor edu-
cators may consider teaching the tenets of the
Education Trust Transforming School Counseling
Programs and the ASCA National Model Framework
as outcome measures, and adhering to CACRED
2009 standards for introductory school counseling
courses by requiring students to design data-driven
school counseling program components (ASCA,
2005; Education Trust, 1997; Gysbers, 2004).
Specifically, graduate programs should teach students
how to collect, analyze, and share data outcome
results to close achievement gaps (Dahir & Stone,
2003). For example, an assignment may include
reviewing mock school report card data to identify
achievement gaps or designing a comprehensive
school counseling program that includes the use of
pre- and posttests to measure the impact of interven-
tions. The field experiences should include a data col-
lection project (Murphy & Kaffenberger, 2009).
Programs should also have a faculty commitment and
clear program vision to teach graduate students
throughout their program how to use data to identi-
fy inequitable services, prepare K-12 students for col-
lege, and evaluate school counseling program eftec-
tiveness. As a result, counselors-in-training will be
able to transfer theoretical constructs into practice
during field experiences (Rowell, 20006).

LIMITATIONS

Although the existence of school counselors who
acknowledge the impact of data to effect change is a
safe assumption, substantial caution should be taken
when applying self-report data to all non-RAMP
counselors. Definitive conclusions are also inappro-
priate given that participant responses were not
compared to school counselors who are not engaged
in data collection to implement comprehensive
school counseling programs. Without gender and
ethnicity data, external validity is further compro-
mised. Experimental bias may have been decreased
by using an electronic survey.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study suggest that a large per-
centage of surveyed RAMP school counselors
understand the importance of using data. The
majority of respondents also reported the use of data
to address educational issues after ecarning the
award. A larger percentage appear to use data as a
method to close achievement gaps, provide services
to students and parents, and drive program evalua-
tion. This study indicates that RAMYP school coun-
seling professionals believe that using data to trans-
form and implement comprehensive school counsel-
ing programs benefits K-12 students. Ultimately, the
use of data must become the expectation for making
school counseling program decisions. Further
research is needed to verify these trends. i
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