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ISSUE BRIEF:
Advising Texas Students to Success

Introduction

December 2016

Texas is dependent on the skills and knowledge of our workforce to remain competitive in a global economy. To 
effectively solve problems and address concerns facing the state, the nation and the world, the Texas workforce must 
be educated and able to compete at the highest levels. Texas has recently adopted a strategic plan, known as 
60x30TX, which outlines the goal that 60 percent of the 25- to 34- year old workforce will hold a postsecondary 
degree by 2030. To achieve this goal, Texas aims to increase the percentage of young adults with postsecondary 
credentials, increase the supply of graduates from Texas institutions and emphasize the value of higher education 
relative to the workforce.  In alignment with 60x30TX, Texas passed legislation to strengthen academic pathways 
from middle-school, high-school, and college through career preparation, which depends substantially on school 
counselors. Therefore, this report will examine the current status of school counselors’ effects on students’ persistence 
and completion of postsecondary credentials in light of recent legislative changes and offer policy recommendations 
as to how Texas policymakers can better support counselors in their efforts to provide guidance to students.

Legislative changes during the Texas 83rd and Texas 84th Legislature, including the signing of House Bill 5 and 
House Bill 18, respectively, focused on preparing students and strengthening advising for postsecondary and work-
force success. House Bill 5 (HB5) was signed to promote college and career readiness through a new graduation 
plan, while providing flexibility for students to pursue their postsecondary interests through optional endorsements. 
House Bill 18 (HB18) includes advanced professional development to aid school counselors in implementing the new 
graduation plan. 

To support the changes made in HB5, school counselors were charged with being the primary liaison between the 
students and the curricular options housed in the bill. Upon full implementation of HB5, school districts must rely on 
counselors to properly communicate information regarding high school, college, and career preparation. However, 
Texas has little information as to whether counselors are able to effectively play this role. Researchers indicate that 
Texas faces a shortage of school counselors. Those who are available may not have the time and capacity to study, 
understand, communicate and facilitate the knowledge exchange that these legislative changes require (Cumpton & 
Giani, 2014).

School counselors are critical to a student’s persistence and completion of a postsecondary credential. Counselors 
facilitate college preparation by encouraging students’ college aspirations, assisting students in academic prepara-
tion, guiding students through the college application process, assisting parents in their role in college planning, and  
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ensuring that schools encourage students to pursue higher education (Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Brown and Trusty, 
2005; Bryan et al., 2011, Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2008; McDonough, 1997). Further, in a 2005 report to the 
National Association of College Admission Counseling, McDonough stated that no professional is more important to 
improving college enrollments than counselors.  However, despite the assistance and guidance they provide to 
students, there is a lack of evidence as to how counselors effect student outcomes. Therefore, the full potential of 
counselors is often unrealized.  

The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) recommends a ratio of 250 students to every 1 guidance 
counselor and the Texas Education Agency (TEA), a ratio of 300-to-1.  As of 2013, Texas’s actual ratio stood at 
462-to-1.  Ratios rise even higher at some schools, and ratios are often highest at schools where students face the
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greatest economic challenges (Bridgeland and Bruce, 2011). In efforts to better serve students, some states, includ-
ing Indiana, Maine, and New Hampshire have passed legislation to limit the size of counselor caseloads (ASCA, 
2012). Greg Cumpton and Matt Giani (2014) from the Ray Marshall Center for the study of Human Resources found 
that counselor positions were often the first eliminated after public schools in Texas faced a $5.4 billion cut in fund-
ing in 2011. As a result, student-to-counselor ratios increased dramatically during the 2011-2012 school year. To 
reduce the ratios back to pre-recession levels, the state would have needed to hire an additional 12,100 counselors, 
costing Texas $66,000,000.  5,6

Furthermore, school counselors spend little time preparing students for postsecondary success. According to a study 
by Venezia and Kirst (2005), school counselors spend the majority of their time addressing students’ emotional and 
administrative needs. Assigned job tasks are often unrelated or inappropriate to their designated professional role. 
In addition, Clinedinst, Hurley, and Hawkins (2011) found that public school counselors only devoted 23 percent of 
their time to postsecondary counseling. Many counselors are charged with standardized test coordination and 
administration. McDonough (2005) approximates that the average counselor spends only 38 minutes per student 
per year advising students on college-related matters. 

Texas Legislative Context

House Bill 5
In 2013, HB5 was signed into law by Governor Rick Perry. The law includes an array of educational reforms aimed 
to promote college and career readiness, while providing flexibility for students to pursue their postsecondary inter-
ests. Starting with those students graduating in 2018, every ninth grader enrolls in the Foundation High School 
Graduation Plan. Counselors work individually with students to develop a Personal Graduation Plan that includes 
enhancing the Foundation plan with one or more optional endorsements. These endorsements may be available in 
one or more of the following areas: arts and humanities, business and industry, multidisciplinary studies, public 
services, and STEM. Students may also choose to pursue the Distinguished Achievement plan which includes more 
advanced courses (Mellor, Stoker, & Reese, 2015). According to Texas Education Code (TEC) § 33.007, 
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elementary, middle, and high school counselors, starting in the 2014-2015 school year, must advise students and 
parents annually of the importance of postsecondary education. Furthermore, high school counselors are required to 
provide families with information regarding the advantages of the new graduation requirements. 7

8

https://jeffreyeducator.com/2014/05/15/texas-house-bill-5-counselor-implications/    
https://www.austinisd.org/sites/default/files/dept/legislature/docs/TEA_legislative_briefing_book_2015.pdf
http://www.tstemblueprint.org/uploads/artifacts/2015_STEM_Summer_Leadership_Institute/2015.06.09-EdTX-Lege_Wrap_Up.pdf
Giddings, June. (2016, August 3.) Phone interview

9

7
8

10

Prepared by Amanda Dick

House Bill 18
HB18 was passed in 2015 and was principally designed to support changes made by HB5. HB18 includes authori-
zation for college and career readiness training for public school counselors. Current law does not require middle 
school students to receive instruction preparing them for high school, college, and/or a career, but HB18 stipulates 
each school district must provide instruction to students in seventh or eighth grade in preparation for high school, 
college, and/or a career. Instruction much include information regarding creation of a high school graduation plan, 
the distinguished level of achievement, each endorsement, college readiness standards, and potential career choices 
and the education required for these careers. School districts are permitted to provide this required instruction 
through an existing course, as part of an existing career and technical education (CTE) course, or establish a new 
elective course through which to provide this instruction. Beginning with the 2015-2016 school year, each school 
district is required to ensure that students receive the instruction at least once during their seventh or eighth grade 
year. 

To implement the online training and resources described in HB18, the legislature appropriated $20 million, ($10 
million each for two years), to the University of Texas at Austin. This initiative is now known as Texas OnCourse.     
Texas OnCourse has three goals: 1.) develop online professional development for counselors and advisers; 2.) 
develop online resources and tools for middle school students, parents and counselors focused on preparing students 
for high school, college, and future careers; and 3) develop technological advising tools.  In developing Texas 
OnCourse, the Texas OnCourse team has solicited input from the Texas Education Agency, the Texas Higher Educa-
tion Coordinating Board, the Texas Workforce Commission, school counselors, higher education institutions, as well 
as business, community, and school leaders.  

To accomplish the tasks that have been set forth, the Texas OnCourse Team has eight initial goals: establish advisory 
committees, establish a data analytics infrastructure, specify core competencies, develop high quality content or 
adapt existing content, implement scalable infrastructure, incorporate technology-enabled tools, deploy online profes-
sional development, and distribute online instructional materials. Finally, the team aims to develop deeper content, 
expand its reach, and deploy technology-enabled tools for managing microcredentials to reach new populations of 
advisers and improve sustainability. 

Currently, Texas OnCourse is in the process of developing necessary core competencies and content in three areas: 
postsecondary advising, financial advising, and career advising. Through the work of four different advisory commit-
tees, executive, content, data and research, and employer, the Texas OnCourse team has placed career at the 
forefront of its mission for both students and counselors. While students will receive high-quality advising from 
well-trained counselors, counselors completing training modules will be able to earn badges or microcredentials that 
are necessary for building technical skills. In addition to prioritizing career-readiness, the Texas OnCourse program 
will utilize tri-agency data from the Texas Workforce Commission, the Texas Education Agency, and the Texas 
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Higher Education Coordinating Board. Along with the Texas Advance Computing Center (TACC), Texas OnCourse 
will develop data visualization tools to help make information easily digestible. In addition, the Texas OnCourse and 
TACC are partnering to develop tools to help counselors not only better understand the data but also develop inter-
ventions to better serve students.10

Prepared by Amanda Dick

Certification and Job Requirements
Texas state law requires professional school counselors to hold a master’s or doctoral degree in guidance and 
counseling. Professional School Counselors must have two years of classroom experience in addition to passing 
rigorous licensing exams. TEC Section 33.006 outlines the primary responsibility of a counselor as the following: “to 
counsel students to fully develop each student’s academic, career, personal, and social abilities,” (33.006a). The 
TEC also describes duties prescribed to school counselors, including developmental guidance, crisis intervention, and 
developing education plans for students considered to be at-risk. According to the TEC, at the high school level, 
counselors must also:

1) Meet with each student and a parent or guardian annually;
2) Stress the importance of postsecondary education to the student;
3) Emphasize the advantages of earning an endorsement and a performance acknowledgement and 

completing the distinguished level of achievement
4) Explain the disadvantages of taking courses to prepare for a high school equivalency exam as 

compared to completing a high school diploma
5) Discuss financial aid eligibility and application information
6) Provide knowledge regarding automatic admission to Texas postsecondary institutions under the Uniform 

Admissions Policy (TEC, 33.007b). 

Due to HB5, counselors have a substantially increased workload. Entering 9th graders and a parent or guardian are 
required to meet with a school counselor to discuss graduation plan options available (Sec. 28.02121). Before the 
end of the 8th grade year, student and parent must sign the graduation plan. If a student decides to pursue a differ-
ent endorsement or add an endorsement, the student and parent are required to meet with the counselor during the 
student’s 10th and 12th grade years to make modifications. Prior to HB5, counselors only had to provide high 
school seniors and their parents information about higher education. Now, this information must be provided during 
each year of a student’s enrollment in high school (TEC 33.007b). Counselors must not only provide students with 
knowledge about four-year institutions but also provide knowledge about two-year institutions and career options, 
requiring them to have knowledge about the local labor market. 

Role on Campus
College counselors may play a variety of roles on school campuses. Stanton-Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) 
describe the role of counselors as institutional agents. As such, counselors not only have the ability but the dedication 
to communicate and disseminate information regarding resources and opportunities. Counselors may influence 
students’ attitudes or predispositions towards college or even act as gatekeepers of information, directing students 
toward and others away from higher education. Counselors can influence students’ views towards college, through 
face-to-face interactions, shaping the college-going culture of the school, or even creating an atmosphere that 

The Role of School Counselors Examined
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ing culture. During the 2015-2016 school year, 111 advisers served 227,150 students across eight regions and 50 
school districts. Preliminary evidence from a randomized controlled trial shows that graduating seniors are more 
likely to go to college and complete an application to a four-year college. Hispanic students and students who 
received free and reduced price lunch receive the most benefit from this program.
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supports college preparation and attendance for all students (Jarsky, McDonough, & Nunez, 2009; McDonough, 
1997). Counselors can also increase students’ social capital, defined as relationships that lead to action (Coleman, 
1998). As a rapport builds between student and counselor, knowledge, resources and advice is passed from individ-
ual to the other. This information is important in shaping a students’ future. While counselors may invest in students’ 
social capital, counselors may also pay a gate-keeping role. They may withhold information from students believed 
to be less likely to succeed in higher education and funnel information to those promising students. Honors students 
may report a greater familiarity with their counselor while lower-achieving students report limited access to college 
resources (Gonzalez, Stoner & Jovel, 2003; Kimura-Walsh, Yamamura, Griffin, & Allen, 2009).  

Current Best Practices

The College Advising Corps
Advise TX is part of the national College Advising Corps. Launched in 2010-2011, Advise TX advisers work to 
increase the number of low-income, first-generation college and underrepresented students who enter and com-plete 
postsecondary education. Advisers serve one to two years as full-time AmeriCorps members, providing 
one-on-one assistance to students to reach their academic and career goals. Advisers do not just serve a particular 
group of students, but they serve the whole school with an emphasis on planning for education beyond high school. 
They provide guidance on how to research, select and apply to colleges, even helping with the completion of finan-
cial aid applications. Advisers also coordinate college admission representative visits to help promote a college-go-
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College Coaching
Some states, notably the Chicago Public School system, have introduced the college coaching program. In this 
program, one coach is assigned per school and charged with improving students’ college enrollment through assis-
tance in preparation and enrollment. The college coach program approach typically assigns an adviser to a high 
school to work with staff. The adviser will assist students with the required non-academic tasks to navigate the college 
enrollment process. Coaches and counselors differ in their professional backgrounds and job tasks. Coaches often 
use innovative advising strategies, such as proactively reaching out and engaging with students, rather than relying 
on student-initiated contacts (Stephan & Rosenbaum, 2013). Coaches also build trust relationships with students, 
helping them to best serve hard-to-reach students (Kahne & Bailey, 1999; Stanton-Salazar, 2001). Coaches also 
enlist students to help each other by using students’ peer networks. Finally, while counselors often meet with students 
one-on-one, coaches may utilize groups and informal gatherings (Stephan, 2013). 

Recommendations

Funding
• Restore cuts in funding to school districts.

In 2011, Texas school districts faced a large funding cut of $5.4 billion. Counseling positions were often

http://advisetx.org/
http://advisingcorps.org/our-impact/our-results/
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    the first to be cut, causing an increase in student-to-counselor ratios (Cumpton and Giani, 2014). With the  
    advent of House Bill 5 and House Bill 18, Texas has charged school counselors with a large task. In order 
    for implementation to be achieved successfully, Texas must invest in school counseling. 

Increase opportunities for appropriate counseling services
• Determine a maximum threshold for the number of students served by a single full-time counselor.

The ASCA recommends a ratio of 250 students to every 1 guidance counselor and the TEA, a ratio of
300-to-1.   However, as of 2013, Texas’s actual ratio soared far above that number, at 462-to-1.   At
schools where students face great economic challenges, ratios rise even higher still. The TEA should
stipulate, not recommend, a maximum threshold for the number of students served by a single guidance
counselor.

• Scale Advise Texas program

Advise TX advisers work to increase the number of low-income, first-generation college and underrepre-
     sented students who enter and complete postsecondary education. However, they serve the whole school 

    with an emphasis on planning for education beyond high school. Preliminary evidence has shown that 
    graduating seniors served by Advise TX advisers aremore likely to go to college and complete an 
    application to a four-year college. 

Data
• Annual surveys of students and counselors

These may be done to determine when students meet with their counselors as well as how many students
meet with their counselors. It is also important to obtain information from counselors regarding the practi-    

     ces they engage in during student meetings, as well as what other tasks they perform regularly (Cumpton  
    and Giani, 2014).

• Require the collection of information regarding HB5 outcomes to allow for proper evaluation (high school
graduate enrollment; occupation-related certificate; successful employment in occupation high school/col-

     lege prepared the student to enter; etc.). 

    According to Cumpton and Giani (2014), many counselors related outcomes regarding HB5 are currently 
    either inaccurately reported or not collected. This greatly inhibits the ability to measure the success of HB5, 
    as well as counselors’ role in helping students become college and career ready. Some data may be 
    student reported; employment information is often not available; and overall, Texas lacks a state-wide 
    means of collecting data regarding employment certificates. 
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Advising and counseling are important to student success. In alignment with 60x30TX, Texas passed HB5 and HB18 
to strengthen the pathways from middle school, high school, and college, through career preparation, placing much 
of the key responsibility in the hands of school counselors. However, counselors do not currently have the tools to 
effectively serve the student population and successfully implement these policies. With the recommendations 
outlined in this report and the work of Texas OnCourse, Texas counselors will be better equipped to advise Texas 
students to success.  
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