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Introduction

School counselors play a critical role in supporting students’ ac-
ademic progress and mental health. However, budget constraints
often force schools to assign large caseloads to counselors, and
student-to-school-counselor ratios are often well over 250:1, the
ratio recommended by the American School Counselor Associ-
ation (ASCA, 2019). Policymakers and educational leaders do not
have sufficient evidence related to how larger or smaller student-to-
school-counselor ratios shape the nature of school counselors’
work or their impact on student outcomes (Goodman-Scott et al.,
2018). Although previous studies have examined the influence of
school counselor ratios on student outcomes for various states (e.g.,
Donohue et al., 2022), research that examines both academic
achievement and attainment over an extended period is lacking.
And no prior studies of school counselor ratios have focused on
schools in Texas. Utilizing data from the Texas Education Agency,
the National Center for Education Statistics, the Stanford Edu-
cation Data Archive, and the U.S. Census Bureau, we found that
lower school counselor ratios are significantly associated with
student achievement and with dropout and graduation rates, but
low-income students and students of color have inequitable access
to schools with low counselor ratios. These findings have im-
portant implications for school leaders and researchers, and we
discuss these in the final section of this article.

Brief History

In 1955, Hoyt, who also worked as a school counselor, de-
veloped a conceptual framework for school systems to consider

when determining their student-to-school-counselor ratio. His
theory rests on three basic assumptions: (a) a school counselor
has a master’s degree in school counseling, (b) teachers and
administrators actively support the school counseling program,
and (c) the school counseling program is an organized part of a
typical functioning school system (Hoyt, 1955). Hoyt stipulated
that school counselors should spend a minimum of 50% of their
time in direct contact with students. This framework allowed
researchers to begin studying student-to-school-counselor ratios
(Brown & Hathaway, 1969; Hollis & Isaacson, 1962). Such
research assisted in institutionalizing the role of the school
counselor (Armor, 1969); however, the research made clear that
school counselor availability to each student determined the
value of counseling services (Boser et al., 1988). Based on the
importance of school counselor availability and the counseling
services they provide, and seeing a growing gap in student-to-
school-counselor ratios (Fox & Swickert, 1998, as cited in
Hobson et al., 2000), organizations made efforts to increase the
number of highly qualified school counselors (Hobson et al.,
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2000) and researchers investigated how to optimize counselors’
activities and time (Biggers, 1971; Fairchild & Zins, 1986;
Hays, 1972; Hutchinson et al., 1986; Rash, 1970; Sweeney,
1964).

Considering the research, professionals focused their efforts
on programming that emphasized developmentally appropriate
school counseling activities or tasks (ASCA, 1974; Gysbers &
Henderson, 1988) leading to changes in school counseling
preparation and practitioner models (Hayes, et al., 1996). Or-
ganizations developed practitioner models such as the ASCA
National Model (ASCA, 2005, 2019) and state models such as
the Texas School Counselor Association (TSCA) model (Texas
Education Agency [TEA] 2004, 2018) that evolved over time to
assist practicing school counselors in optimizing and clarifying
school counselors’ role, activities, and time. These models
provided prescriptions for school counselors that, if followed,
would lead to better student outcomes for the population served.
An example of the guidelines promoted for the Texas model is
that school counselors work with a student-to-school-counselor
ratio of 350:1 (TEA, 2018).

Previous Research

By the late 2000s, researchers had identified up to 44 U.S. states
with written and varied school counseling program models
(Martin et al., 2009). Despite the variation in models, re-
searchers have conducted studies across various states and
found that lower student-to-school-counselor ratios are corre-
lated with positive student outcomes (Goodman-Scott et al.,
2018), with limited exceptions (Reback, 2010). From 2012 to
2022, using regression analysis to analyze primary and sec-
ondary data, researchers have examined the impact of student-
to-school-counselor ratios on student outcomes, finding positive
results (Bryan et al., 2022; Carey, Harrington, Martin, &
Hoffman, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson,
2012; Goodman-Scott et al., 2018; Hurwitz & Howell, 2014;
Lapan, Gysbers, et al., 2012a; Lapan, Whitcomb, & Aleman,
2012; Mulhern, 2020). For example, in 2020, Mulhern inves-
tigated the impact of school counselors on student outcomes in
K-12 schools in Massachusetts. Using several regression ana-
lyses, Mulhern measured the relationship of school counselors’
caseloads or ratios in relation to academic and college-going
outcomes. The study found not only that smaller ratios (e.g.,
250:1) are beneficial for students, but that “hiring an additional
counselor in the average Massachusetts high school will in-
crease high school graduation and four-year college attendance”
(p. 30). Bryan et al. (2022), using regression analysis in a
national study, examined school counseling college-going
culture and secondary education students’ college decisions.
The researchers found that when school counselor ratios were
250 or less, school counselors were able to make more points of
contact with students that resulted in increased and enhanced
college application rates and financial aid assistance.

These studies demonstrate the diversity of the impacts of
student-to-school-counselor ratios on student outcomes in

various states using regression analysis. Although these pre-
vious studies have largely substantiated the positive impact on
student outcomes when ratios are low for certain states, the
national average caseload of students for school counselors
greatly exceeds both national (i.e., 250:1; ASCA, 2019) and
state (e.g., 350:1; TEA, 2018) recommendations (ASCA, 2021).
Indeed, several states, including Texas, have effectively ignored
these recommendations (Hurwitz & Howell, 2014). The limited
research includes some positive findings, but researchers have
emphasized that further research is needed in more states,
particularly to examine the effects of student-to-school-
counselor ratios on specific student outcomes such as aca-
demic and college preparedness (Cumpton & Giani, 2014;
Greater Texas Foundation, 2016; Reback, 2010). The COVID-
19 pandemic has added additional needs related to student
academic achievement and mental health (U.S. Department of
Education, 2022) and expanded the need for a greater research
base on optimal school counselor staffing levels. The present
study is a significant step toward addressing this research need.

Theoretical Framework

Student-to-School Counselor Ratios

Our theory of action posits that lower student-to-school-
counselor ratios will help all counselors to be more effective,
which will contribute to desirable student outcomes such as
improved test scores and high school graduation rates. While
recognizing the counselor staffing recommendations of pro-
fessional associations such as TSCA, our study draws from the
Bronfenbrenner (1977) ecology of human development theories
that emphasize, for instance, the environment of factors in
which a student exists as key to impacting the student’s effective
engaging in a school and community context. This framework
was also used in previous student-to-school-counselor ratio
studies (e.g., Goodman-Scott et al., 2018). In the current study,
we explore various student environmental factors such as so-
cioeconomic status, culture, classroom ratio, and challenges
associated with changes in district; we also consider the size of
districts. Bronfenbrenner described these areas as key aspects
nested in major systems influencing student development. Last,
our study relies on Hoyt’s (1955) conceptual framework that
emphasizes the basic assumptions met by schools with a school
counseling program to ascertain an optimal caseload for school
counselors. These assumptions are that school counselors have,
at minimum, a master’s degree; the school counseling program
is supported by teachers and administrators; the school coun-
seling program is a structured, normal part of a functional school
system; and the school counselor spends at least half of their
working time in direct contact with students.

These assumptions align with state agency regulations in
Texas. According to the Texas licensing agency, school
counselors must successfully complete a school counselor
preparation program and hold at least a 48 hour master’s degree
(TEA, 2017). According to Chapter 33 of the Texas Education
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Figure |. Student-to-School Counselor Ratios by State as a Function of Child Poverty Rate, 5 Year Average from 2014-2015 to 2018-2019.
Source. National Center for Education Statistics and U.S. Census Bureau Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates.

Code, a certified school counselor and their school counseling
program is a central part of a support system for students, in
conjunction with teachers and administration (Texas Education
Code, 2021). Last, as explained in Texas Senate Bill 179 (2021),
certified school counselors in Texas are expected to spend 80%
of their time focused on students as part of their comprehensive
school counseling program.

Rationale and Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship
between student-to-school-counselor ratios and students’
academic and graduation outcomes in Texas. Although
previous studies have examined the influence of school
counselors on student outcomes for some states, the state of
Texas has yet to examine these factors, despite the recom-
mendations of ASCA and the TSCA model to maintain
relatively low student-to-school-counselor ratios (e.g., 350:
1; TEA, 2018). Moreover, as a result of Texas budgetary
issues, school districts reduced school counselor positions in
2011-2012, resulting in continual increases in ratios that
exceed the 350:1 recommendation of the TSCA Model
promoted by the TEA (Cumpton & Giani, 2014). Recog-
nizing the important role of secondary education school
counselors since 2016, the Greater Texas Foundation issued a
call for research and policy inquiries to examine the effects of
the alarming increases in student-to-school-counselor ratios

on student outcomes in Texas. Student outcomes of interest
include student standardized exam scores, high school
dropout rates, and graduation rates. We focused on these
specific outcomes based on research showing the varied roles
of counselors, including supporting academic success and
monitoring students’ coursework and graduation require-
ments (Kearney et al., 2021; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021). We
explored outcomes for student subgroups given the emphasis
of school counselor roles to target higher need students
(Blake, 2020). The following research question guided our
study: To what extent are student-to-school-counselor ratios
associated with student standardized exam scores and high
school dropout and graduation rates?

Although our study focused on Texas, the results have im-
plications for school counseling programs nationally. Our em-
pirical approach, described below, links changes in district-level
student-to-school-counselor ratios to changes in student outcomes
in the same district, over time, for all districts in Texas. To provide a
sense of how the context in Texas differs from that of other states,
Figure 1 shows the student-to-school-counselor ratios for each
state and that state’s child poverty rate, averaged over the most
recent 5 years. Texas has slightly higher child poverty rates and
larger student-to-school-counselor ratios than many other states;
however, the state is not a significant outlier on either metric.
Because Texas is a racially and economically diverse state with a
wide array of rural, suburban, and urban settings, our findings
generalize to many other state contexts.
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Method

We combined data from the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), the Stanford Education Data Archive
(Reardon et al., 2016), the U.S. Census Bureau, and the TEA.
NCES data included district-level information for school years
1994-1995 to 2018-2019, such as the number of school
counselors and teachers in each district in each year, student
enrollment, and the percentages of students eligible for free or
reduced-price lunches and identifying in various racial/ethnic
categories. The Stanford Education Data Archive included data
on standardized test scores and test score achievement gaps
among students who identify as Black, Latinx, and White, from
2008-2009 to 2014-2015 for Grades 3 through 6. TEA data
provided information about high school completion for school
years 2002-2003 to 2018-2019. Finally, U.S. Census data
provided annual child poverty rates for each school district.

Sample and Variables

Counselor Staffing Variables. We constructed several measures of
counselor staffing levels. First, we calculated the number of
students per school counselor in each district in each year. As
educational outcomes result in part from cumulative inputs over
several years, we calculated not simply the current ratio of
students to counselors, but the average of this ratio over the
current year and the prior three years. This approach allowed us
to examine, for example, how a student’s likelihood of dropping
out of high school is related to counselor staffing levels during
the four years they spend in high school. We also calculated the
inverse as the number of counselors for every 250 students.
Districts with values below one employ fewer school counselors
per student than recommended by ASCA, while those with
values equal to or greater than one meet the ASCA recom-
mended level of 250 students per school counselor. To simplify
the interpretation of our results, we placed counselor staffing
variables into five categories: (a) fewer than 350 students per
counselor, (b) 351-400, (c) 401-450, (d) 451-550, and (e) 551
or more students per counselor. In alternate models, we
transformed the value to a standardized measure with a mean of
zero and a standard deviation of one. We also experimented with
other groupings and continued ratio measures, and we reached
generally similarly conclusions regardless of how districts are
grouped.

Student Outcome Variables. The Stanford Education Data Ar-
chive provides achievement data in various forms including
grade-level equivalencies, scaled scores, and growth scores.
Students in Texas have taken the Texas Assessment of
Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) from 2002-2003 to 2010—
2011 and the State of Texas Assessment for Academic
Readiness (STAAR) from 2011-2012 onwards. We used the
scaled scores for 2008-2009 to 2014-2015 and standardized
the values within the grade level for each year to a distri-
bution with a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one.

This allowed us to assess the relationship between student-to-
school-counselor ratios and standard deviations of student
achievement, a metric that is comparable across extant
studies. We used annual scaled scores (rather than growth
scores) because our analytic approach, described below,
compared changes in achievement within the same district
over time using district fixed effects. To streamline presen-
tation of our results, we report Grade 5 math achievement, but
our results for other grades and for reading follow similar
patterns. We report results for overall scores and for Grade 5
racial achievement gaps available in the SEDA data, com-
paring students who identify as Black, Latinx, and White.

The TEA calculates 4 year graduation rates by tracking
Grade 9 cohorts over a 4 year period. For example, the grad-
uating class of 2018-2019 for a school district is defined as the
number of students who first began Grade 9 in Texas public
schools in 2015-2016 (or who transferred into the cohort) and
who, by spring of 2019, had either graduated, continued high
school, passed an equivalency exam, or dropped out (TEA
Division of Research and Analysis, 2019). The TEA tracks
these outcomes for all students, disaggregating the results by
race/ethnicity and enrollment classification, for school years
2002-2003 to 2018-2019. For graduation and dropout rates, we
tested models for all students and for student subgroups.' To
streamline results, we report outcomes for graduation results for
economically disadvantaged students and briefly summarize
results for all other student subgroups. Results for graduation
and dropout rates are based on all years of available data, from
2002-2003 to 2018-2019, whereas our results for test scores are
based on years of available test score data, from 2008-2009 to
2014-2015.

Table 1 summarizes our collective dataset, which includes
15,522 district-year observations or about 900 districts per year
over a 17 year period from 20022003 to 2018-2019 (corre-
sponding with the years for which we have graduation data).
The TEA does not report graduation data for a small number of
relatively small school districts due to Family Education Rights
and Privacy Act regulations. As shown in Table 1, districts with
the lowest student-to-school-counselor ratios (e.g., 350 or fewer
students per school counselor) tended to be smaller, have higher
poverty rates, enroll a higher percentage of students of color,
and employ a greater number of teachers per student. Compared
to statewide averages, districts with fewer students per school
counselor had similar graduation rates, with slightly more
students continuing with an extra high school year or com-
pleting their general equivalency exam, and slightly fewer
students dropping out of high school. Districts with the most
students per counselor were also smaller than average, but
employed fewer teachers per student. These districts tended to
have slightly lower graduation rates and slightly higher con-
tinuation and dropout rates. Differences in outcomes across
student-to-school-counselor ratio categories, shown in Table 1,
could result directly from the student-to-school-counselor ratio.
However, other confounding factors may influence both vari-
ables. We explain below how we controlled for many of these
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Table I. Summary Statistics by Student-to-School Counselor Ratio Categories, 2002—2003 to 2018-2019.

Number of Students Per Counselor

Total 350 or fewer 351 to 400 401 to 450 451 to 550 551 or more

District-year obs. 15,522 4261 2583 2578 3307 2793
Students-year obs. 80,033,492 7,695,278 15,864,149 21,460,985 24,605,798 10,407,281
Counselor ratio variables

Counselors per 250 students 0.58 0.83 0.67 0.60 0.52 0.35

Average student-to-counselor ratio 485.6 310.1 377.9 4243 489.2 897.2
District characteristics

Enrollment 5156 1806 6142 8325 7441 3726

Poverty rate 22% 30% 24% 23% 17% 21%

% American Indian/ Alaska Native 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

% Asian/ Pacific Islander 4% 1% 3% 3% 5% 4%

% Black/ African American 13% 6% 12% 13% 15% 16%

% Latinx 49% 62% 52% 54% 39% 46%

% White 33% 30% 30% 28% 39% 33%

% other race/ ethnicity 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1%

Teachers per 100 students 6.7 73 6.8 6.6 6.6 6.4
Student outcome measures

Graduation rate 87.7% 87.7% 86.4% 87.4% 89.2% 86.3%

Continuing 5.1% 5.2% 5.4% 5.2% 4.7% 5.4%

Exam equivalence 1.2% 1.3% 1.4% 1.2% 1.2% 1.1%

Dropout 6.0% 5.9% 6.9% 6.2% 4.8% 7.1%

Math/ELA achievement 0.227 -0.025 0.148 0.126 0.377 0.339

Note. Counselors per 250 students refers to the number of full-time-equivalent counselors for every 250 students. Averages are weighted by district enroliment

other than the enrollment variable.

factors by examining changes in staffing ratios over time within
individual school districts.

Data Analysis

We estimated ordinary least squares regressions, predicting a set
of student outcomes on various measures of per-student school
counselor staffing levels. We used an approach known as school
district fixed effects that allowed us to compare changes in
counselor ratios over time in the same school district to changes
in student outcomes in the same district. The approach rules out
any time-invariant threats to validity that may have biased our
results. For example, districts that generally have a stable
workforce, a district wide college-going culture, or strong long-
standing community partnerships may hire more counselors per
student and have greater student outcomes, but the higher
counselor staffing levels are not necessarily the cause of higher
student outcomes. These unobserved (but time-invariant) fac-
tors would upwardly bias our estimates, making the relationship
between counselor staffing rates and student outcomes appear
stronger than the true value. Conversely, a district with long-
standing challenges with low achievement and high school
dropouts may generally staff their schools with greater numbers
of counselors per student. By comparing changes within dis-
tricts over time, we controlled for time-invariant factors that
may have biased our estimates. We also controlled for time-

varying factors including the percentage of students living in
poverty, the percentage of students who identify as people of
color, the number of teachers per student, and the log of district
enrollment (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). We use the log of en-
rollment to account for the skewed distribution resulting from
the large number of small districts in the state, and the much
smaller number of large districts. We estimated the following
form of the model, using subscripts for district d and year t:

Ya = By + By Ratiog + B, Xat + 74 + €at

where Ratiog, is defined as either continuous or categorical
variables for the number of students per school counselor (as
discussed earlier). Xy, includes the covariates noted above and
vq represents district fixed effects, while g4 represents an error
term assumed to be independently and identically distributed.

Results

Results are displayed in Table 2, which summarizes the rela-
tionship between student-to-school-counselor ratios and our
main outcomes. Each column represents a separate regression
analysis, and all regressions include district covariates and fixed
effects (although not reported). The first column suggests that, for
the typical school district, graduation rates among low-income
students are higher during years in which that school district
employs a greater number of counselors per student, although
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Table 2. Relationship Between Student-to-School Counselor Ratios

and Student Outcomes.

Graduation Dropout Math Math Achievement Gap Math Achievement Gap
Rate Rate Achievement (White-Black) (White-Latinx)
350 or fewer (reference group is > 1.104%* —0.365 0.146%* —0.118+ —0.104%*
550 students) (0.395) (0.261) (0.048) (0.061) (0.034)
351 to 400 0.451 —0.186 0.167%#+* —0.049 —0.044*
(0.315) (0.208) (0.035) (0.033) (0.021)
401 to 450 0.783** —0.564** 0.080%** —0.015 —0.030+
(0.291) (0.192) (0.031) (0.028) (0.018)
451 to 550 0.259 —0.391* 0.058* 0.021 —0.001
(0.252) (0.166) (0.026) (0.023) (0.015)
Constant 90.158*#* 6.390%%* 0.179%+* 0.818%#* 0.450%%*
(0.314) (0.207) (0.026) (0.077) (0.029)
N 15,469 15,469 5,600 1,345 2,720
R-squared 0.633 0.572 0.869 0.760 0.750
Covariates X X X X X
District fixed wffects X X X X X

Note. Regressions are weighted by district enrollment size. Covariates are mean-centered, so the constant corresponds roughly to the statewide mean.

+p < 0,010, *p < 0.050, **p < 0.010, **p < 0.001.

results are mixed. The coefficient of 1.104 in Row 1, Column 1
implies districts have roughly 1 percentage point higher
graduation rates when they have 350 or fewer students per
counselor, compared to years in which they have more than
550 (recall that district fixed effects allow us to make within-
district comparisons). The next three coefficients in Column
1—0.451, 0.783, and 0.259 imply that districts have roughly
between one quarter to three quarters of a percentage point
higher graduation rates when they have fewer than 550 stu-
dents per counselor, compared to years when they have greater
than 550 students per counselor. Each covariate is mean-
centered, so the constant of 90.16 represents the mean grad-
uation rate among economically disadvantaged students for
the typical district. Column 2 shows that lower student-to-
school-counselor ratios are associated with dropout rates that
are between 0.2 and 0.6 percentage points lower, relative to an
overall average of 6.4%. Results for graduation and dropout
rates for other student subgroups and for all students are
generally similar; coefficients are mostly positive and similar
in range but not consistently significant.

The next three columns of Table 2 show results for Grade 5
math for all students and racial achievement gaps for Black,
Latinx, and White students. The first coefficient in Column 3
suggests that districts with student-to-school-counselor ratios of
350 or lower have math achievement 0.15 standard deviations
higher compared to years when they have more than 550
students per counselor. Districts have similarly higher math
achievement, 0.17 standard deviations, when they have student-
to-school-counselor ratios from 351 to 400, compared to years
with more than 550 students per counselor. Coefficients for
higher student-to-school-counselor ratios are also positive and
significant, although smaller in magnitude (0.08 and 0.06
standard deviations). The final two columns in Table 2 show that
lower student-to-school-counselor ratios are also associated

with reduced racial/ethnic gaps in Grade 5 math achievement.
Results for other grade levels and for reading follow similar
patterns.

Discussion and Implications

Our investigation into the influence of student-to-school-
counselor ratios on students’ academic and graduation out-
comes in Texas provides meaningful information. Although
several studies have examined the impact of school counselors
on student outcomes, an analysis of the state of Texas with a
particular focus on academic and graduation outcomes is
warranted (Greater Texas Foundation, 2016). Our data show
that in Texas, the student-to-school-counselor ratio has ranged
between 415 and 455 over the most recent 5 year period. This
means that the ratio has consistently exceeded the recommended
state and national ratios for optimal student success. These
findings were similar to the trend of the national average for
student-to-school-counselor ratios over the last 3 decades
(American School Counselor, 2023). In the subsections below,
we discuss our study’s connections to the literature, implications
for policy and practice, and methodological limitations.

Summary and Connections to the Literature

Our findings show that for Texas districts, school years in which
the district employed a greater number of counselors per student
(holding other factors constant) were associated with higher
graduation rates, lower dropout rates, higher student achieve-
ment, and lower achievement gaps. Indeed, it appears that the
more counselors a school employed, the better its student
achievement was, across grade levels and subjects. Moreover, as
the number of counselors decreased per student (or an increase
in student loads for counselors), math and reading achievement
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declined and racial achievement gaps increased. These findings
are similar to those of previous researchers, who found that
school counselors in Missouri who worked under conditions of
optimal ratios had more time and resources to focus on students’
needs and, therefore, were associated with greater achievement
of student outcomes than school counselors who worked under
conditions with higher ratios (Lapan et al., 2001; Lapan, et al.,
2012a; 2012b; Lapan et al.,, 1997). Although these findings
appeared to substantiate the positive outcomes of optimal
school counselor ratios, Reback’s (2010) findings showed that
an additional school counselor did not significantly impact
students’ standardized test scores in Alabama; however, the
same study showed that an increase in the number of school
counselors decreased “the likelihood of elementary school
students being suspended or having weapon-related incidents”
(p- 130). Research has shown that an increase in disciplinary
problems is associated with a decrease in students’ test score
performance (Figlio, 2007). Thus, overall, schools would
benefit from lower student-to-school-counselor ratios so that
school counselors have adequate time to work with students in
areas that impact their academic achievement.

Our study also found that, compared to statewide Texas
averages, districts had slightly higher than average graduation
rates during years in which they maintained lower student-to-
school-counselor ratios. These findings provide support for the
results of Shi and Brown’s (2020) national study of retention
rates. Their study found that counselors with higher caseloads
were associated with higher ninth-grade dropout rates, sug-
gesting the importance of counselors having lower ratios and
“more time providing targeted direct and indirect counseling
services. where students are at higher risk to repeat ninth grade”
(p. 6). Our study also aligns with other researchers who found
via a national study that schools with lower ratios are signifi-
cantly more likely to have higher graduation rates that schools
with higher ratios (Goodman-Scott et al., 2018).

Implications for Practice and Research

The study has implications for leading and working within
school counseling programs. District administrators with lim-
ited counseling staff may optimize counselor placements by
targeting additional staff to schools serving higher percentages
of low-income students, particularly if focused on reducing high
school dropout rates (as opposed to overall academic
achievement or achievement gaps). For school counselors,
recognizing the limitations and challenges of serving a large
student caseload is important. Some counselors may wish to
focus on a subset of higher need students, given that lower
student loads are associated with greater success.

This study also provides implications for future re-
searchers. It shows continued support for the use of eco-
logical models in school counseling research in
comprehending and addressing the needs of students
(Schultheiss, 2005). Furthermore, the study extends and fills
a gap in the study of ratios via an ecological model to the state

of Texas, helping to examine student academic outcomes at
the district level with particular interest in environmental
factors such as socioeconomic status, culture, classroom
ratio, and systemic challenges over multiple years. Utilizing
an ecological lens makes clear that student outcomes are
influenced by several factors, demonstrating the value of
researchers analyzes not only of the impacts of student-to-
school-counselor ratios but also of school counselor work
conditions (e.g., COVID-19 work conditions) on student
outcomes (Blake, 2020).

Implications for Policy

These results have implications for policy. Federal legislators
have, at times, supported additional funding for school coun-
selors, including expanding the number of full-time-equivalent
counselors per student (U.S. Department of Education, 2022).
Some state legislators have also supported funding for reducing
student-to-school-counselor ratios; however, Texas has not
demonstrated substantial support in this area (Holland et al.,
2022). Our results suggest that efforts to expand counselor
staffing levels warrant further consideration. Moreover, dif-
ferences in counselor staffing levels across school districts may
be cause for concern. Our data show that higher poverty school
districts—the 20% of districts serving the highest percentage of
low-income students—benefited from lower student-to-school-
counselor ratios during the early 2000s, but that difference in
improvement largely diminished after 2010-2011, when the
state made large cuts to K-12 funding. This finding is similar to
but not as extreme as the results of the study by Lapan,
Whitcomb, and Aleman (2012), focused on the state of Con-
necticut. When analyzing the high school student-to school
counselor ratios in Connecticut, these researchers found that
“Connecticut school counselors working in financially poorer
districts have, on average, higher student-to-school-counselor
ratios” (p. 118).

When examining race and ethnicity, our results indicated that
over the past 2 decades, Texas districts enrolling the highest
percentage of students who identify as Black have maintained
fewer school counselors per student and higher student-to-
school-counselor ratios than districts enrolling the fewest
number of Black students. This finding is significant and de-
serves consideration. Researchers have found that Black stu-
dents, in particular Black male students, experience significant
benefits from low student-to-school-counselor ratios, such as a
decrease in student discipline problems (Carrell & Carrell,
2006). Furthermore, we found that districts serving predomi-
nantly Latinx students or higher proportions of Latinx students
than other districts had higher student-to-school-counselor ra-
tios for a large part of the 2000’s. This may shed light on other
researchers’ findings that Latinx students are less likely to seek
out school counselors for college information (Bryan et al.,
2009). It is probable that school counselors working in pre-
dominantly Latinx districts with high student-to-school-
counselor ratios have difficulty finding time to see each
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student and/or that students experience difficulties securing time
in a counselor’s schedule.

Limitations

We caution readers that our analytic approach does not rule out
all threats to internal validity, and we are not able to make strong
causal inferences with our research design. A third, unobserved
variable, such as a one-time investment in staff professional
development that coincides with a change in the counselor ratio,
or an unobserved change to student demographics that is not
measured through our poverty and race variables but correlated
with outcomes could bias our estimates. The greatest source of
omitted variable bias stems from different staffing decisions
across districts, based on local context. For example, district
leaders might establish an especially strong counselor program
in their district, with lower student-to-school-counselor ratios,
to address low achievement or high dropout rates. A simple
correlation across districts might find lower achievement in
districts with lower ratios. Our approach is to examine changes
in ratio within districts over time. By doing so through use of
district fixed effects, we rule out time-invariant district factors
such as a culture of having a strong counselor program. We also
control for student poverty rate, race/ethnicity, and the number
of teachers per student, to address time-varying factors that
could be correlated with both counselor ratios and student
outcomes. Still, other time-varying district factors, such as
changing district leadership, could bias our estimates either up
or down. We therefore interpret our results as providing strong
but not necessarily causal evidence of a relationship between
counselor staffing levels and student outcomes.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that student-to-school-
counselor ratios in the state of Texas are correlated with student
outcomes, in particular academic achievement and graduation
outcomes. Taking into consideration the various school and
environmental influences (e.g., socioeconomic status, ethnicity,
and limited school resources) students encounter, the number of
school counselors per student must be viewed as an important
component in the debate concerning means to improve student
outcomes, particularly in Texas. Since the global pandemic, K-
12 students in the state of Texas have experienced greater than
typical academic losses, resulting in the state’s education
agency recommending additional instructional day formulas for
school districts to implement (TEA, 2021). This gives evidence
of the challenges faced by schools in their transitions between
virtual learning and in-person learning; however, it does not
make clear the need for student supports that are typically found
outside the in-person classroom. During the COVID-19 era,
school leaders must recognize that school counselors are
uniquely trained to provide much-needed counseling services
and, therefore, should be included in ongoing improvement
plans (Pincus et al., 2020). Not only is pursuing optimal student-

to-school-counselor ratios evidently important, but school
counselors must also have adequate time and space to engage in
the work they have been trained to perform.
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Notes

1. Student subgroups for analyses of graduation rates include racial/
ethnic groups, classification as low-income, students receiving
bilingual services or special education services, students in the
federal migrant program, and students in foster care.
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