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Introduction 
Effective school counselors can have large impacts on 
student educational attainment, including graduation 
and college attendance and persistence.1 But several 
factors influence counselors’ effectiveness, including 
the size of their student caseloads,2 their perceptions of 
administrative support,3 and the amount of time they 
must spend on non-counseling job responsibilities.4

To learn more about this group of educators, the 2023 
Tennessee Educator Survey (TES) includes questions 
specifically for counselors. This brief draws from 
counselors’ responses about their responsibilities, job 
satisfaction and professional learning, and, where 
questions have remained consistent over the years, tracks 
trends since TERA’s last counselor-focused brief in 2019 
through 2023.

1 Mulhern, 2022
2 Kearney, Akos, Domina, & Young, 2021
3 Bardhoshi & Um, 2021 
4 Bardoshi, Schweinle, & Duncan, 2014
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About 8 in 10 counselor respondents reported 
serving higher-than-recommended caseloads of 
students, and few reported that caseloads are 
strategically assigned.

Over 9 in 10 counselor respondents reported that 
they feel supported by their administrators and 
that they collaborate well with teachers and other 
mental health professionals.

Three out of 4 counselor respondents evaluated 
with the School Services Personnel Rubric 
reported that it is appropriately designed to 
evaluate the role of counselor, compared to 
more than one-third of counselor respondents 
evaluated with the General Educator Rubric.

Reported job responsibilities of school counselors 
vary by the grade levels served with high school 
counselors reporting that they spend an average 
of one day per week on non-counseling activities.

The majority of counselor respondents expressed 
a need for professional development on 
supporting students’ non-academic needs.
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   Key Findings

In the 2023 Tennessee Educator Survey, 1,248 survey participants identified themselves as school counselors and 
responded to counselor-specific questions, representing about half of all counselors in Tennessee. Unlike other 
TERA analyses of survey responses from teachers and school leaders, counselor responses are not weighted to 
account for differential response rates across school type, region, or students served. 

Among this pool of respondents, 92% are female and 88% identify as White. On average, they have 13 years of 
experience in Tennessee schools, and 96% have either a Master’s or Education Specialist degree. 36% work in elementary 
schools, 31% in high schools, 19% in middle schools, and the remainder work in K-8/K-12 or other schools.

https://cdn.vanderbilt.edu/vu-sub/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2023/07/2019_Survey_Snapshot_HS_Counselor_Experiences_FINAL.pdf
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KEY FINDINGS

The average caseload reported on the TES in 2023 was 406 students, which is below the national average 
of 430 students but above the caseload of 250 students recommended by the American School Counselor 
Association. Figure 1 shows average caseloads by school tier, with elementary school counselors serving 
average caseloads of nearly 100 more students than high school counselors. The average caseload for middle 
schools and K-12 school counselors has decreased since 2019 from 410 and 341 students, respectively, but has 
risen for high school counselors from 354 students to 367 students. 

The way that schools assign counselors to students may have an impact on their ability to improve student 
outcomes. Individual counselors tend to have a larger “value-added” impact on some groups of students over 
others, indicating that pairing students to counselors based on students’ achievement level, program of study, 
and/or race/ethnicity match with the counselor may benefit students.5 However, 45% of counselors responded 
that they are the only counselor at their school, making such strategic matching opportunities impossible 
at those schools. Another 35% of respondents said they are assigned to students based on grades and/or 
cohorts, and 17% said that students are assigned to their caseloads alphabetically and/or randomly. Only 3% of 
counselors said they were assigned to students based on program of study, and within the 10% of respondents 
that selected “Other” assignment strategies, only 17 respondents indicated assignments are based on “need” or 
“fit.” As one respondent explained, “the other counselor and I work together to decide which students we will 
support. We have different strengths and find some kids fit better with one of us.” In addition, 33 respondents 
wrote that they share all students with their co-counselors, which may give some opportunity for student choice.

KEY FINDING 1
About 8 in 10 counselor respondents reported serving higher-than-
recommended caseloads of students, and few reported that caseloads are 
strategically assigned.

1

FIGURE 1

5 Mulhern, 2022

COUNSELOR RESPONDENTS REPORTED SERVING 
HIGHER-THAN-RECOMMENDED CASELOADS OF STUDENTS. 

In this school year (2022-23), how many students 
were assigned to your caseload? 
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https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-Profession.pdf
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-Profession.pdf
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Most counselor respondents appear satisfied with their school leaders. Specifically, as Figure 2 shows, 
they reported that their administrators protect their time from non-counseling duties (79% agreed or 
strongly agreed), clearly define their roles and responsibilities (83%), make it possible to attend professional 
development opportunities (90%), and support them in their role as counselor (92%). 

Counselor respondents also reported high levels 
of collaboration with teachers and mental health 
professionals. Over 90% of respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that they routinely collaborate with 
teachers about students’ academic needs (e.g., course 
placement and accommodations), and 96% responded 
the same regarding collaboration with teachers about 
students’ non-academic needs (e.g., behavior and 
engagement). Only 5% reported that they do not 
collaborate with a social worker or mental health 
professional about their students’ mental health 
needs, with 20% reporting that they collaborate  
“a little”, 26% “somewhat”, and 50% “significantly”.

Note: Number of respondents (N) across above questions=1,151-1,158.

KEY FINDING 2 
Over 9 in 10 counselor respondents reported that they feel supported by 
their administrators and that they collaborate well with teachers and other 
mental health professionals.

2

FIGURE 2

“ The other counselor 
and I work together to 
decide which students 
we will support. We 
have different strengths 
and find some kids fit 
better with one of us.”
– Tennessee School Counselor

COUNSELORS REPORTED THAT THEY FEEL SUPPORTED BY THEIR SCHOOL LEADERS.

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with 
the following statements about your school. 

70% 75% 80% 85% 90% 95%

My administrator supports me in 
my role as a counselor.

My administrator(s) make it possible for me
 to attend local, regional, and/or state 
professional development opportunities.

Counselors’ roles and responsibilities 
are clearly defined at my school.  

My administrator(s) protect my time 
from non-counseling duties.

% OF COUNSELORS WHO AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE

92%

90%

83%

79%
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School leaders evaluate counselors each year as part of the Tennessee Educator Acceleration Model (TEAM) 
evaluation process. Counselors generally reported feeling that the evaluations are fair (85% agree or strongly 
agree); however, only 70% reported that the evaluation process is appropriately designed to their role as 
counselor. Despite TDOE guidance that school leaders use the School Services Personnel Rubric to evaluate 
their counselors, 148 respondents reported being evaluated with the General Educator Rubric or “Other”. 
Figure 3 shows that only 36% of those evaluated with the General Educator Rubric (100 respondents) agreed 
or strongly agreed that their rubric was appropriate, compared to 75% of those evaluated with the School 
Services Personnel Rubric (842 respondents). 

KEY FINDING 3 
Three out of 4 counselor respondents evaluated with the School Services 
Personnel Rubric reported that it is appropriately designed to evaluate 
the role of counselor, compared to more than one-third of counselor 
respondents evaluated with the General Educator Rubric.
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FIGURE 3

Note: Number of respondents for each category displayed within bars. Total N=1,097

STRONGLY DISAGREE/DISAGREE AGREE/STRONGLY AGREE

COUNSELORS WHO WERE EVALUATED USING THE SCHOOL SERVICES PERSONNEL RUBRIC WERE 
MORE LIKELY TO AGREE THAT THE EVALUATION PROCESS WAS APPROPRIATELY DESIGNED.

Response to “The evaluation process is appropriately designed to 
evaluate my role as Counselor“ by Rubric Type
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The job responsibilities of school counselors seem to vary by the grade levels they serve. Elementary and 
middle school counselor respondents reported spending about half their time (50% and 53%, respectively) 
building students’ non-cognitive skills; whereas high school counselors reported spending only a quarter 
of their time (27%) on the same type of tasks. Instead, high school counselors said they spend much 
more of their time disseminating information (14%), directly assisting students such as writing letters of 
recommendation or assisting with college applications (23%), and other non-counseling activities, such as 
testing coordination and master scheduling (20%) than elementary and middle school counselors do.

Many counselors noted the difficulties of juggling these multifaceted responsibilities in an open-ended 
question about the greatest obstacles they face to implementing a comprehensive school counseling program. 
As one counselor put it, “even at my school with extremely supportive administrators, I constantly do many 
hours of work outside of school in order to complete all the non-counseling tasks assigned to me. If I used my 
actual workday to complete these mandatory tasks, I would have no time for direct counseling services. This 
is a huge barrier to implementing comprehensive programs and is a big contributor to burnout.” 

KEY FINDING 4 
Reported job responsibilities of school counselors vary by the grade levels 
served with high school counselors reporting that they spend an average of 
one day per week on non-counseling activities.
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FIGURE 4

HIGH SCHOOL COUNSELORS REPORT SPENDING 
THE MOST TIME ON NON-COUNSELING RESPONSIBILITIES. 

Please report what percentage of your time is spent on each of the following in a typical week. 

16% 13% 15%
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Other non-counseling activities (e.g., 
testing coordination, master scheduling)

Direct assistance: Providing individual 
accommodations, writing letters of 
recommendation, assistance with college, 
job, or financial aid applications.

Information dissemination: 
post-secondary education and labor 
market options, including trade-offs.

Building students’ non cognitive skills: 
student behavior, attendance and 
engagement; mental health counseling; 
disciplinary actions.

Building students’ cognitive skills: 
student placement into/out of classrooms, 
access to special accommodations 
(e.g., ELL, special education services)

Note: Number of respondents (N)=1,122
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Further, administrators can play a large role in the distribution of counselors’ job responsibilities. As Figure 
5 demonstrates, counselors who strongly disagreed with the statement “My administrator(s) protect my time 
from non-counseling duties” reported spending 30% of their time on such tasks, whereas those who strongly 
agreed with the same statement reported that they spent only 11% of their time on non-counseling duties.

FIGURE 5

“ Even at my school with extremely 
supportive administrators, I 
constantly do many hours of 
work outside of school in order to 
complete all the non-counseling 
tasks assigned to me. If I used 
my actual workday to complete 
these mandatory tasks, I would 
have no time for direct counseling 
services. This is a huge barrier 
to implementing comprehensive 
programs and is a big contributor 
to burnout.” – Tennessee School Counselor

COUNSELOR RESPONDENTS WHO DISAGREED THAT THEIR ADMINISTRATOR(S) 
PROTECTED THEIR TIME REPORTED SPENDING MORE TIME ON 

“OTHER NON-COUNSELING ACTIVITIES” THAN THOSE WHO AGREED. 

Time Spent on “Other non-counseling activities” 

My administrator(s) protect my time from non-counseling duties. 
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Counselors were more likely to report satisfaction with their professional development (PD) experiences on 
topics related to students’ academic needs than on topics related to students’ non-academic needs. Figure 
6 shows their satisfaction rates with PD experiences on a variety of topics, with the remaining respondents 
either wanting more PD experiences, higher quality, or both in each topic area. A majority of counselors were 
satisfied with their PD on college and career readiness (64%) and career and technical education (62%), but 
fewer were satisfied with their PD on students’ socio-emotional development needs (47%), supporting parents 
and students (45%), and addressing student behavioral issues (35%). 

KEY FINDING 5 
The majority of counselor respondents expressed a need for professional 
development on supporting students’ non-academic needs.5

FIGURE 6

Note: Number of respondents (N) across above questions=1,059-1,077

“ Counseling is more responsive in nature. There is very little time for proactive, 
preventative counseling. The needs of our “COVID kids” are so great; they 
lack basic social and coping skills.” – Tennessee School Counselor

COUNSELORS WERE LEAST SATISFIED WITH THEIR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
ON SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ NON-ACADEMIC NEEDS.

Please select the response that best describes your current perspective of your professional 
development (PD) experience within each of the following areas during the current school year. 

% OF COUNSELORS WHO SELECTED SATISFIED
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The desire for more or better-quality PD on these non-academic topics may reflect counselors’ responses to 
an open-ended question about how their work has changed since before the pandemic. Almost half of the 
respondents who wrote in an answer to that question discussed an increase in students’ anxiety, mental health 
struggles, or social-emotional challenges. As one counselor put it, “student needs in mental health, on-going 
therapy services, and crisis evaluations have greatly increased since before the pandemic.” Another asserted 
that “there is a stronger need for behavior management, coping skills, and communication training for 
students.” In meeting these increased needs, some counselors noted that this impacted their comprehensive 
school counseling program: “Counseling is more responsive in nature. There is very little time for proactive, 
preventative counseling. The needs of our ‘COVID kids’ are so great; they lack basic social and coping skills.”

Most counselors reported attending in-person conferences or trainings for professional development (PD) 
in the 2022-23 school year either with other counselors from their schools (68%) and/or on their own (50%). 
Counselors who reported that their PD experiences were “collaboratively chosen between myself and my 
administrator” were more likely to report satisfaction. Across the above topic areas, counselors who chose 
their PD collaboratively were the most satisfied (56%), followed by those whose PD was prescribed by district 
leaders (50%) or by school administrators (47%), while counselors who chose their PD independently were 
the least satisfied (46%).

“ After the pandemic, there is 
a stronger need for behavior 
management, coping skills, 
and communication training for 
students.” – Tennessee School Counselor

“ Student needs in mental health, 
on-going therapy services, and 
crisis evaluations have greatly 
increased since before the 
pandemic.” – Tennessee School Counselor
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School counselors play a vital role in a school’s team of educators and fulfill a wide range of essential tasks. 
In fact, 68% of teacher respondents to this year’s survey identified “counseling, psychological, and social 
services” as the most urgent need for additional support/resources at their school.

Evidence from the TES indicates that although counselors generally feel supported and collaborate well 
with their colleagues, they face challenges in terms of managing high caseloads, juggling non-counseling 
responsibilities, and addressing students’ increased mental health needs. These challenges can impede 
counselors’ ability to fulfill their core job responsibilities and can increase burnout, which can impact student 
success over the long term.6 The TES provides useful and actionable feedback on how the state and districts 
can better support school counselors, such as encouraging administrators to collaborate with counselors on 
PD opportunities and evaluating counselors with the most appropriate rubric to their role.

9

CONCLUSION

6  Bardhoshi, Schweinle, & Duncan, 2014

Aldrich, M. (2021, August 31). Tennessee should prioritize funding 
more school nurses and counselors, says key panel. Chalkbeat 
Tennessee. https://tn.chalkbeat.org/2021/8/31/22651081/tennessee-
bep-funding-priorities-school-nurses-counselors 

American School Counselor Association. (2021). ASCA research 
report: State of the profession 2020. https://www.schoolcounselor.org/
getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-
Profession.pdf

Bardhoshi, G., Schweinle, A., & Duncan, K. (2014). Understanding 
the impact of school factors on school counselor burnout: A mixed-
methods study. The Professional Counselor: 4(5), pp. 426-443. 

Bardhoshi, G. & Um, B. (2021). The effects of job demands and 
resources on school counselor burnout: Self-efficacy as a mediator. 
Journal of Counseling & Development: 99(3), 289-301.

Kearney, C., Akos, P., Domina, T., and Young, Z. (2021). Student-
to-school counselor ratios: A meta-analytic review of the evidence. 
Journal of Counseling & Development: 99(4), 418-428.

Mulhern, C. (2022). Beyond teachers: Estimating individual guidance 
counselors’ defects on educational attainment. (Working Paper). 
https://www.cmulhern.com/research

REFERENCES

peabody.vanderbilt.edu/tera    |        @TNEdResAlliance

https://tn.chalkbeat.org/2021/8/31/22651081/tennessee-bep-funding-priorities-school-nurses-counselors
https://tn.chalkbeat.org/2021/8/31/22651081/tennessee-bep-funding-priorities-school-nurses-counselors
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-Profession.pdf
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-Profession.pdf
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/bb23299b-678d-4bce-8863-cfcb55f7df87/2020-State-of-the-Profession.pdf
https://www.cmulhern.com/research



