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Abstract 
 
 

Research surrounding school principals indicates that the candidate pool is 

shrinking for this vitally important position. School counselors are great candidates to fill 

this position. Their experience as a counselor helps them solidify strong leadership skills 

and abilities that can contribute to a successful school principalship. The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of school principals with 

school counseling experience. In particular, how did these backgrounds influence 

factors pertaining to being purpose and focus oriented, enacting ethical and equitable 

responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and interacting with school 

community and stakeholders, creating and maintaining professional work relationships, 

and interpreting data for continuous improvement. Five participants who are currently or 

who have been school principals and also school counselors were interviewed and 

completed a follow up survey. Throughout the data collection and analysis process, five 

themes emerged. The findings of this study show that these individuals place a priority 

on strong professional relationships, keep students at the forefront of decision making, 

focus on whole child education, believe their time as a school counselor greatly 

prepared them for their principal positions, and always keep a growth mindset.   

 



 3 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) Use Disclosure Statement 
 

 
This dissertation was prepared in accordance with the academic integrity 

standards of Auburn University. The author used the artificial intelligence (AI) tool, 

ChatGPT, in a limited capacity to support aspects of the writing and revision process. AI 

assistance provided suggestions on improving thematic alignments, organization, and to 

refine language for clarity and coherence. The tool was also utilized to assist with 

developing tables and visualizations.  

AI assistance was not used to generate original research ideas, conduct 

analysis, or produce findings. All scholarly content, including the research design, data 

interpretation, and conclusions, represents the independent work of the author. The 

author has reviewed and verified all AI-assisted content to ensure accuracy, coherence, 

and alignment with the study’s methodology and scholarly standards.  

The author accepts full responsibility for the accuracy, integrity, and originality of 

this dissertation. The author also accepts full responsibility for the intellectual content, 

analysis, conclusions, and scholarly rigor of the research and this dissertation. 

 



 4 

Digital Accessibility Disclosure Statement 
 

 
In preparation of this dissertation, the following digital accessibility tools were 

used to ensure this document complies with federal accessibility requirements: 

Microsoft Word Accessibility Checker and EndNote reference management software. 

These tools reviewed document structure, formatting, alternative text, heading 

organization, and reference consistency to support accessibility standards. The author 

acknowledges full responsibility for the intellectual content of this work and has made a 

good faith effort to comply with digital accessibility requirements in publishing, wherein 

the nature of the content does not significantly change in order to do so. All content has 

been reviewed and revised to meet these requirements prior to final publication.  



 5 

Acknowledgments 
 
 
I express my sincere gratitude to my dissertation chair, professor, and mentor, 

Dr. Ellen Hahn. Your feedback and encouragement challenged me to grow 

professionally. I am deeply grateful for the time, patience, and commitment you invested 

in helping me reach this milestone. I thank my committee members, Dr. Amy Serafini, 

Dr. Jason Bryant, and Dr. Fran Kochan for helping and guiding me as well. I have truly 

gained so much knowledge from all of you and all my other Auburn professors during 

this journey. 

 To my husband, Danny, son, Dixon, and daughter, Darby Lynn, I am eternally 

grateful for your love. You three are my why and my biggest blessings. Your support 

gave me strength on the most challenging days and kept me grounded along the way. I 

am forever grateful for the sacrifices you made and for always believing in me. 

 To my parents, my sister, and my grandparents, father-in-law and mother-in-law, 

and other family members, I thank you. You all believed in me more than I believed in 

myself at times. Thank you for helping with my children when I needed to do 

schoolwork. Thank you for checking on my progress. Thank you for the love and 

support you have given me throughout this journey. I know my PawPaw would be 

proud. The love and passion he had for education is what continues to inspire me.  

 To my principal, head of school, and coworkers, your unwavering support and 

mentorship have helped guide me where I am today. I could not have completed this 

journey without your support and guidance.  



 6 

 To my friends and to my cohort members, your encouragement boosted me to 

continue working. Your constant check-ins and show of support helped me reach this 

point. I am so thankful to have each of you on my side. War Eagle!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 7 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Abstract ............................................................................................................................... 2 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) Use Disclosure Statement ......................................................... 3 

Digital Accessibility Disclosure Statement ......................................................................... 4 

Acknowledgments .............................................................................................................. 5 

List of Tables .................................................................................................................... 11 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................... 12 

Chapter 1: Introduction ..................................................................................................... 13 

Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 18 

Assumptions.................................................................................................................. 20 

Significance of the Study .............................................................................................. 21 

Definition of Key Terms ................................................................................................ 21 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ........................................................................................... 24 

Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................... 24 

Principal Career Pathway ............................................................................................. 24 

Overview of the School Principal.................................................................................. 28 

Role of the Exemplary School Principal ................................................................... 28 

Characteristics of the Exemplary School Principal .................................................. 30 

Existing Literature ......................................................................................................... 34 

Overview of the School Counselor ............................................................................... 35 

Role of the School Counselor ................................................................................... 35 



 8 

Positive Professional Principal and Counselor Relationship ....................................... 39 

Comparative Analysis of ASCA, PSEL, and ASSL Standards .................................... 42 

Purpose and Focus Oriented .................................................................................... 45 

Ethical and Equitable Responsibility......................................................................... 46 

Instructional Leadership ............................................................................................ 49 

Collaboration and Engagement with School Community......................................... 53 

Professional Working Relationships ......................................................................... 56 

Continuous Improvement .......................................................................................... 58 

Leadership Skills of School Counselors ....................................................................... 61 

Summary ....................................................................................................................... 64 

Chapter 3: Methodology ................................................................................................... 66 

Data Collection .............................................................................................................. 73 

Chapter 4: Findings .......................................................................................................... 76 

Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................... 76 

Research Questions ..................................................................................................... 77 

Data Collection .............................................................................................................. 78 

Method .......................................................................................................................... 79 

Participants ................................................................................................................... 80 

Data Analysis ................................................................................................................ 85 

Research Question 1 .................................................................................................... 86 



 9 

Theme 1: Relationships are at the heart of leadership ............................................ 86 

Theme 2: Leadership is student centered ................................................................ 88 

Theme 3: School counseling experience serves as great preparation for a school 

principal ..................................................................................................................... 90 

Theme 4: Whole child education while viewing everything through a dual 

perspective lens is a critical component of a leader. ............................................... 92 

Theme 5: Growth mindset is important as a school leader ..................................... 93 

Research Question 2 .................................................................................................... 94 

(a) Being purpose and focus oriented. ..................................................................... 95 

(b) Enacting ethical and equitable responsibility ...................................................... 95 

(c) Acting as instructional leaders. ............................................................................ 96 

(d) Collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders. .......... 97 

(e) Creating and maintaining professional work relationships. ................................ 98 

(f) Continuous improvement. .................................................................................... 99 

Chapter 5: Conclusion .................................................................................................... 101 

Summary of the Study ................................................................................................ 101 

Research Questions ................................................................................................... 103 

Review of Methodology .............................................................................................. 103 

Limitations ................................................................................................................... 104 

Major Findings Related to Literature and Interpretations of Interviews and Surveys 104 



 10 

Theme 1: Relationships Are at the Heart of Leadership ........................................ 105 

Theme 2: Leadership Is Student Centered ............................................................ 105 

Theme 3: School counseling experience serves as great preparation for a school 

principal. .................................................................................................................. 106 

Theme 4: Whole Child Education Viewed Through a Dual Perspective Lens ...... 107 

Theme 5: School Leader Growth Mindset .............................................................. 108 

Findings Related to the Research Problem ............................................................... 109 

Findings Related to the Practice of School Principals ............................................... 110 

Significance of the Study ............................................................................................ 111 

Final Thoughts and Conclusions ................................................................................ 112 

References...................................................................................................................... 114 

Appendix A ..................................................................................................................... 121 

Appendix B: Information Letter....................................................................................... 129 

Appendix C: Email Recruitment Letter ........................................................................... 131 

Appendix D: Interview Protocol ...................................................................................... 133 

Appendix E: Qualtrics Dissertation Survey .................................................................... 134 

Appendix F: CITI Training Certificates ........................................................................... 140 



 11 

List of Tables 
 
 

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Standards .................................................................. 44 
 
Table 2. Participants of the Study .................................................................................... 83 
 

 

 



 12 

List of Figures 
 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework ..................................................................................... 20 

Figure 2. Revised Conceptual Framework .................................................................... 102 
 

 



 13 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

For almost fifteen years, I have been an educator in the state of Alabama. I 

began my educational career in a high school mathematics classroom. During this time, 

I had a school principal approach me about furthering my education in a field related to 

school leadership. At that time, I was beginning a family and not equipped to take on 

additional responsibilities of attaining a degree. A few years later, after becoming a 

middle school counselor, I was again approached about furthering my education and 

considering a future in school leadership. Upon reflection, I decided to enroll in Auburn 

University’s online program for educational leadership. Now, roughly six years later, I 

am working towards my doctoral degree in educational leadership. Throughout my time 

as a school counselor, I have learned just how important the skills and characteristics of 

a school counselor can be.  

A school principal is one of the most important factors impacting a school 

environment and student success (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). A school principal who is 

not considered a good fit for a school can inhibit school success and also cause tension 

and turmoil amongst faculty, staff, and school stakeholders (Sabina & Colwell, 2018). It 

is, therefore, crucial for school administrators to work diligently and proactively when 

finding the best fit professional for a school principal position.  

School counselors have the potential to be exemplary school principals. In fact, 

they are considered school leaders per the American School Counselor Association 

(ASCA, 2025). Much like that of school principals, school counselors have rigorous 

standards to uphold which prioritize student success and well-being (ASCA, 2025a) 

School counselors have experience in upholding a school’s mission, advocating for all 
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students, designing and implementing curriculums, collaborating with parents and other 

stakeholders, establishing and maintaining positive working relationships, and 

interpreting data for improvement (ASCA, 2025a). All of these are also responsibilities 

of school principals (ALSDE, 2025; NPBEA, 2015).  

This hermeneutic phenomenological study sought to explore the lived 

experiences of exemplary school principals with school counseling backgrounds. 

Specifically, how did these backgrounds influence factors pertaining to: being purpose 

and focus oriented, enacting ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional 

leaders, collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating 

and maintaining professional work relationships, and continuous improvement. By 

focusing on these factors, this study added to the literature and helped address gaps in 

the understanding of school principals who were previously school counselors. Insights 

gained through this study can aid in understanding the influence the school counseling 

profession can have on a person, how school principals with a school counseling 

background lead, and how the backgrounds of school principals who were previously 

school counselors impact the above mentioned factors.  

Problem Statement 

 Research indicates that the candidate pool for school leadership, specifically that 

of the school principal, is shrinking (Cieminski, 2018; Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 

2020; Sabina & Colwell, 2018). More demands, longer hours, and low financial gain are 

a few of the reasons people are choosing not to pursue careers as a school principal 

(Cieminski, 2018; Ritchie, 2020). In an effort to ensure there is a strong leader in the 

role of school principal, school boards and administrators have turned to the process of 
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succession planning. Succession planning is a program school administrators use “to 

recruit and train new leaders to lead their schools” (Sabina & Colwell, 2018, p. 375).  

Recently, the Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 was changed. With this 

change, school counselors are now eligible for a school administrative position sooner 

than they were previously. Now, school counselors who wish to pursue a career in 

school administration must document a minimum of four full years in the school setting 

or eight semesters of full-time employment in a P-12 school setting. School counselors 

must also have a written recommendation from the superintendent in the district from 

which they are currently employed (ALSDE, 2025). This change can significantly grow 

the struggling candidate pool for school principals.  

While there are clear differences, the roles and responsibilities of both school 

principals and school counselors have many similarities. Both professions are 

responsible for upholding a school’s mission, vision, and values (ASCA, 2025a; Lambert 

& Bouchamma, 2019). Advocating and supporting student success and well-being are a 

top priority of both a school principal and a school counselor. It is the responsibility of 

both professionals to ensure that each and every student has an opportunity to learn in 

a safe environment that is conducive to success (ASCA, 2025a; Barkman, 2015; 

Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 

2015). A school counselor is responsible for ensuring there is a strong and effective 

school counseling program, while a school principal is responsible for ensuring all 

curriculums used within the school are strong and effective (ASCA, 2025a; Barkman, 

2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 

2015).  School counselors and school principals must effectively communicate with 
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parents and other school stakeholders, create and maintain positive and professional 

working relationships, analyze data, and make adjustments as needed to aid in 

continuous school improvement (ASCA, 2025a; Barkman, 2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 

2022; Easley, 2008; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015). 

School counselors and school principals must work together often to support 

students and faculty. Because the job responsibilities have many similarities, it is crucial 

for a school counselor and a school principal to have a positive professional relationship 

(Dollarhide et al., 2007; Fontanez, 2023; Tygret et al., 2020). By trusting each other and 

understanding each other’s role, this positive relationship can begin on a firm 

foundation. With a positive relationship, together, they can strengthen and elevate a 

school culture and community (Dollarhide et al., 2007; Fontanez, 2023; Tygret et al., 

2020).  

A comparative analysis of the American School Counselor Association 

standards, Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, and Alabama Standards for 

School Leadership revealed many similarities and alignments. This comparison 

indicated that both school counselors and school principals should hold many of the 

same high standards and beliefs. The alignment of these three standards are discussed 

in greater detail in Chapter 2. Furthermore, the close alignment and similar job 

responsibilities further solidified the idea that school counselors have leadership abilities 

and can become exemplary school principals.  

 School counselors are school leaders, as indicated by the American School 

Counselor Association (ASCA, 2025a). While there is limited research connected to 

school counseling leadership, it is clear that leadership skills are vital for school 
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counselors to possess. These skills are important in aiding the success of a school 

counseling program and also to the ability of a school counselor to support students in 

their learning and well-being (Gibson et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015; Young & 

Dollarhide; 2017).  

 Despite the above research and literature, there is scant literature surrounding 

school principals with school counseling backgrounds. Research does indicate, though, 

that the skills of school counselors are comparable to skills of school principals. 

Through in-depth interviews, this phenomenological study provides insight and aims to 

add to the literature of school counselors who became school principals. Specifically, 

how did school counseling backgrounds influence school principals being purpose and 

focused oriented, enacting ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional 

leaders, collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating 

and maintaining professional work relationships, and interpreting data for continuous 

improvement. By understanding the lived experiences, more awareness and knowledge 

surrounding school principals with a school counseling background was gained. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of exemplary 

school principals with school counseling backgrounds. Specifically, how did these 

backgrounds influence factors pertaining to: being purpose and focus oriented, enacting 

ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and 

interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating and maintaining 

professional work relationships, and interpreting data for continuous improvement. 

 Although there is little research related to school principals who were previously 
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school counselors, there is undeniable evidence that school counselors and school 

principals share many of the same responsibilities and standards (ASCA, 2025a; 

Barkman, 2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; 

Young & Bryan, 2015). The goal of this study was to add to the literature related to 

school principals with a school counseling background. The knowledge gained through 

this study will be beneficial in continuing to understand the lived experiences of these 

school principal professionals who hold a background in school counseling.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

 (1) What are the lived experiences of exemplary school principals with school 

counseling 

        backgrounds?  

 (2)  How do these school principals with a school counseling background relate 

to: 

  (a) being purpose and focus oriented  

  (b) enacting ethical and equitable responsibility 

  (c) acting as instructional leaders,  

  (d) collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders 

  (e) creating and maintaining professional work relationships 

  (f) continuous improvement 

Research Design  

 The research design was a qualitative hermeneutical phenomenological study. 

Phenomenological research is “aimed at understanding experiences lived” (Peoples, 
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2021, p. 3). This approach was the best fit method for analyzing the lived experiences of 

school principals who have a background in school counseling. Double nomination 

sampling, specifically expert sampling, was used to study lived experiences of these 

professionals. The professionals in the study were exemplary school principals who had 

a school counseling background. This form of inquiry employed an in-depth interaction 

with the school principals using one-on-one interviews. Using this method allowed for 

each interview to contribute towards the entire phenomenon of school principals who 

hold a background in school counseling. Detailed research design and information is 

presented in Chapter 3. 

Conceptual Framework  

 Themes from the review of literature and the ASCA Standards, Alabama 

Standards for School Leadership, and PSELs are used to organize the study’s 

conceptual framework. Six guiding principles were identified after a thorough analysis 

and review of the ASCA Standards, Alabama Standards for School Leadership, and 

PSELs. These six themes are being purpose and focus oriented, enacting ethical and 

equitable responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and interacting with 

a school community and its stakeholders, creating and maintaining professional work 

relationships, and continuous improvement.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

Assumptions  

One assumption of this hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative research 

study is that participants are honest and open about their lived experiences. Another 

assumption is that school principals with a school counseling background have the 

ability to be exemplary in their job performance. The third assumption is that the 

selected participants are truly exemplary.  

Limitations  

The study focuses only on school principals with a school counseling background 

in the state of Alabama.  

The overall sample size will be considered small. (4 - 6 participants reached 

saturation) 

Participation is voluntary.  

The researcher is a current school counselor.  

The researcher aspires to become a school principal in the future.  
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Significance of the Study 

Research indicates there is a lack of qualified candidates for a school principal 

position. To aid in the lack of qualified candidates, administrators are utilizing 

succession planning to recruit and determine potential candidates (Cieminski, 2018; 

Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020; Sabina & Colwell, 2018). The recent change in 

Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 was adjusted so that school counselors 

desiring a role as a school principal could achieve that in less time (ALSDE, 2025). The 

similarities of both school principals and school counselors’ standards and job 

responsibilities indicate that school counselors can be viable candidates for becoming 

exemplary school principals.  

There is clear evidence that school principals should stay purpose and focus 

oriented, enact ethical and equitable responsibilities, act as instructional leaders, 

collaborate and interact with school community and stakeholders, create and maintain 

professional working relationships, and continuously strategize and implement ways for 

school improvement. There is little evidence, however, on how a school counseling 

background can impact these factors. Therefore, it is beneficial and meaningful to 

understand these experiences. By doing so, more knowledge surrounding these 

influences is gained. Findings from this study may help in understanding these 

experiences so that more knowledge and information regarding school principals with a 

school counseling background can be conveyed. 

 

Definition of Key Terms  
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 Collaboration – The process of working closely together with multiple individuals 

or groups to help students achieve success (Ishimaru, 2019). 

Ethical and equitable responsibility – Enacting in ways that are intended to 

promote student success for all students. 

 Instructional leader – A person who has a vast knowledge of the curriculum, 

works to ensure concepts being taught are being successfully presented to all students, 

and provides constructive feedback (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

 Professional working relationships – Relationships amongst coworkers and 

stakeholders that are focused on positive aspects and supporting student success. 

 Purpose and focus oriented –  Ensuring that all operations, decisions, and 

actions are aligned with a school’s mission and vision (Gurley et al., 2015). 

 School improvement – Analyzing and utilizing data for the purpose of 

improvement that will aid in student success. 

Organization of the study 

 Chapter one introduces the research study exploring the lived experiences of 

school principals with a school counseling background. I introduced the study and 

research problem, the purpose, research questions, research design, conceptual 

framework, assumptions, limitations, significance, and definitions of key terms. 

Following this, Chapter 2 contains a literature review related to school principals and 

school principals, a comparative analysis of the ASCA Standards, PSELs, and Alabama 

Standards for School Leadership, and leadership skills of school counselors along with 

existing research. Chapter 3 provides an extensive view of the methodology, while 

Chapter 4 consists of a summary of the results from the data collection and analysis. 
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The last chapter, Chapter 5, consists of the overall summary and discussion of the 

findings along with future research recommendations. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 24 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Research indicates leadership skills of school counselors are similar to those of 

school principals. There is, however, little research dedicated to school principals with 

school counseling backgrounds. This chapter reviews literature pertaining to the 

development of school principals and the leadership skills of both school principals and 

school counselors. Through the reviewing of a vast assortment of academic books, 

dissertations, journal articles, studies, and scholarly papers, this chapter focuses on the 

pathway to becoming a school principal, roles of school principals and school 

counselors, principal-counselor relationships, American School Counselor Association 

Standards, Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, Alabama Standards for 

School Leadership, and leadership skills of school counselors.  

Purpose of the Study 

There is scant literature regarding the lived experiences of school principals who 

have a background in school counseling. The purpose of this qualitative research study 

is to explore the lived experiences of exemplary school principals who have a school 

counseling background. In particular, how these school principals who have a school 

counseling background relate to being purpose and focus oriented, enact ethical and 

equitable responsibility, serve as instructional leaders, collaborate and interact with the 

school community and stakeholders, create and maintain professional working 

relationships, and prioritize school improvement.  

Principal Career Pathway 
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School counselors are a large piece of the puzzle when it comes to future school 

principal development. Therefore, it is important to examine the literature related to 

school principals, school counselors, and school leadership. Exemplary school 

counselors have many leadership skills and characteristics (ASCA, 2025a; Gibson et 

al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015; Young & Dollarhide; 2017). These skills and 

characteristics are very similar to those of a school principal.  

In 2025, the Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 was changed. This 

change allows school counselors to be eligible for school administrative positions 

quicker than in years past, thus enlarging the candidate pool for future school 

administrators. School counselors seeking an administrative position in the school 

setting must now document a minimum of four full years or eight semesters of 

employment that is full-time in a P-12 school setting. They must also obtain a written 

recommendation from their current superintendent (ALSDE, 2025). This change marks 

a great turning point in recognizing and honoring the leadership skills and roles of 

school counselors. As a result of this change, career paths for school counselors who 

have a desire to become school administrators is now more easily attainable.   

Research data suggests that many school principals do not originally aspire to 

become a school administrator when beginning their educational career (Cieminski, 

2018; Ummanel et al., 2016). One research study that analyzed the career paths of 

school principals stated that none of the five participants had intentions to become a 

school administrator when beginning their journey in education (Ummanel et al., 2016). 

The participants had a desire to move to school administration after being influenced by 

a colleague or family member, after having a desire for change, and after believing they 
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could perform better than a current or previous administrator they worked with 

(Ummanel et al., 2016). Another research study conducted by Amie B. Cieminski in 

2018 revealed similar findings in regards to individuals not originally planning to have a 

career in school administration. This study also revealed that some participants were a 

product of succession planning, chose to move to administration after being influenced, 

or wanted to further their career path (Cieminski, 2018).  

There is growing evidence to suggest that the candidate pool for future school 

principals is shrinking quickly (Cieminski, 2018; Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020; 

Sabina & Colwell, 2018). Researchers suggest that the shrinking candidate pool is 

largely due to job factors such as increased responsibility and accountability, lack of 

support, low compensation, and demanding schedules (Cieminski, 2018). Ritchie (2020) 

notes the following: 

Because the demands placed on the leadership have impacted the number of 

individuals qualified or prepared to lead a school or school system, boards and 

search committees are now competing for the same leaders from a limited pool 

of candidates. (p. 34)  

Many schools and districts have had to quickly look for solutions to help in solving this 

crisis of a lower candidate pool.  

While the lack of exemplary school principal candidates can be of great concern, 

researchers suggest that there has been a recent trend in education, succession 

planning (Fusarelli et al., 2018). Succession planning is described as a strategic action 

plan during which there is a search for future potential leaders. Those leaders are 

identified, and there is time, energy, and resources utilized to help in preparing those 
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targeted individuals for a future leadership role (Fink, 2010). Through succession 

planning in the educational setting, future school principals can be identified and 

trained. With the growing demands placed on school administrators, training future 

school principals is vital for not only their success, but also the success of the school 

(Fusarelli et al., 2018). “As our understanding of the significance of administrative 

leadership grows, we are more aware that recruiting, developing, supporting, and 

retaining quality leaders are vital to both local and national reform movements” (Farley-

Ripple et al., 2012, p. 788). The process of succession planning arguably creates the 

most effortless transition from one school principal to the next (Ritchie, 2020).  

Since the selection process of a school principal can drastically vary from one 

school system to another, succession planning can help in finding qualified candidates 

(Bush, 2022). According to a study conducted by Parfitt and Rose in 2020, there are 

three elements of effective succession planning. These are the identification process, 

developing and mentoring, and retention (Parfitt & Rose, 2020). When there is 

identification of future candidates who could potentially be successful and exemplary in 

a school administrative position, the process of succession planning begins (Parfitt & 

Rose, 2020). 

There is a vast amount of research declaring mentoring is important for success 

in the school principal role (Fusarelli et al., 2018; Hayes & Burkett, 2021; Parfitt & Rose, 

2020; Ritchie, 2020). “A change in leadership is often the most significant change in the 

life of a school” (Ritchie, 2020, p. 33). It is crucial, therefore, that school principals and 

other administrators have a strong mentor to aid in the transition process. By utilizing 

succession planning, the process of mentoring a future school principal can begin early 
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on so that a school or school district can “develop their next generation of leaders” 

(Fusarelli et al., 2018, p. 289). This allows for a smoother transition for all school 

stakeholders, students, and parents.  

Through the concept of mentoring, school principals who were previously school 

counselors learn how to continue leading in an environment conducive to experiencing 

success. There are benefits of mentoring during the succession planning process. In a 

study conducted by Parfitt and Rose in 2020, participants revealed that one benefit 

included establishing relationships that had great trust. “Trust is the foundation for high-

quality mentoring opportunities, and mentoring is a critical component to succession 

planning” (Parfitt & Rose, 2020, p. 279). When there is a strong level of trust, a vast 

amount of learning occurs. Both the mentor and the mentee are more likely to be open 

and honest about experiences within their job setting. By having a positive mentoring 

relationship and establishing trust, a future leader can be better prepared (Parfitt & 

Rose, 2020).  

Overview of the School Principal 

Role of the Exemplary School Principal 

 School principals are one of the most important and influential factors 

surrounding the success of a school. “The school principal is responsible for 

transmitting mission, vision, and values in and out the school, with a stronger, clearer 

emphasis for the success and well-being of students” (Lambert & Bouchamma, 2019, p. 

53). General roles and responsibilities of a school principal include aspects related to 

instructional leadership, school safety, public relations, budgeting, creating a positive 

learning environment, supporting students and faculty, and collaborating with families 
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(Chan et al., 2019). An effective school principal is expected to adhere to the 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) also. These ten standards are 

“student-centric, outlining foundational principles of leadership to guide the practice of 

educational leaders so they can move the needle on student learning and achieve more 

equitable outcomes” (NPBEA, 2015).  

 A quantitative research study was conducted to gather school principals’ 

perceptions of their roles and responsibilities (Chan et al., 2019). The study revealed 

that principals feel a major responsibility of theirs is to provide a safe and supporting 

environment that is comfortable for all students to learn academically, emotionally, and 

socially. Major fulfillments for principals come from watching students grow and mature, 

being able to spend meaningful time with students and faculty, and helping teachers 

succeed. Principals also indicated major challenges consisted of maintaining a budget, 

providing constructive criticism when completing observations of teachers while trying to 

keep an encouraging environment, and meeting targets for Academic Yearly Progress.   

 Because school principals are the backbone of school improvement, roles and 

responsibilities are constantly changing (Reid, 2020). The role of a school principal is 

becoming more complex due to more policies being mandated and more work related 

demands on school principals. For instance, school safety has been an area of 

increased concern recently. Researchers have found that principals are spending more 

and more time working to enhance safety and security within a school. “Safety and 

security is currently and has always been a focal point for school principals, given the 

proliferation of school shootings across the United States, this focus is even more 

enhanced” (Reid, 2020, p. 257).  
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Another area in which school principal roles are evolving is the area of mental 

and emotional health (Reid, 2020). School principals indicate that they are spending 

more time supporting teacher and student mental health and well-being. It is predicted 

that this aspect of supporting mental health will continue to grow as demands to perform 

well are increased for both students and teachers.  

Characteristics of the Exemplary School Principal 

 There is a great amount of literature related to the characteristics effective school 

principals exhibit. The backbone characteristic of an effective school principal is striving 

to maintain the vision and mission of a school while also creating a positive school 

culture. The very first PSEL Standard is Mission, Vision, and Core Values. It states, 

“Effective instructional leaders develop, advocate for, and enact a shared mission, 

vision, and core values of high-quality education and academic success and well-being 

of each student” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 9). By developing, advocating, and enacting a 

school’s mission, vision, and core values, an effective school principal is actively 

working to promote a positive school culture. When you have a positive school culture, 

an environment that is safe, supportive, and welcoming to learning is produced 

(Barkman, 2015). A positive school culture helps others feel valued, which in turn helps 

in creating positive relationships.  

Effective school principals focus on instruction and people (Barkman, 2015). As 

stated in Standard 7 of PSEL, “Effective instructional leaders foster a professional 

community of teachers and other professional staff to promote each student’s academic 

success and well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 15). Effective school principals work to set 

clear goals for faculty members. In collaboration with teachers and other faculty 
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members, they also work to set achievable goals for students. An effective school 

principal helps with the action steps needed to achieve the goals. They also 

communicate the goals with stakeholders, support implementation steps, such as 

professional development, needed to achieve the goals, and help in monitoring the 

progress of the goals. Effective school principals stay up to date with research and 

trends so that they can continuously support improvement and student learning while 

striving to reach the goals (Barkman, 2015).  

By following Standard 10: School Improvement of the PSEL standards, an 

effective school principal is continuously looking for ways to promote improvement 

related to a student’s academic success and well-being (NPBEA, 2015, p. 15). They 

identify the need for improvement and develop action steps to help in realigning tasks 

for achieving progress and improvement.  “Top principals track the progress of all 

students in relation to student goals and outcomes” (Barkman, 2015, p. 15). Strategies 

to track the progress include developing assessment strategies, analyzing student data, 

and meeting with faculty and staff. Effective school principals work to improve when 

progress is not being met.  

An effective school principal has many tasks to accomplish constantly. Therefore, 

managing time is of the utmost importance (Barkman, 2015). An effective school 

principal should have a clear understanding of priority tasks and be able to delegate 

tasks when able. Alongside managing time appropriately, being an active listener is 

crucial to being an effective school principal (Barkman, 2015). Taking the time to hear 

the thoughts, ideas, and concerns of others builds strong professional relationships and 
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also solidifies commitment from the faculty and staff. Advocating for school employees 

also helps to build strong professional relationships and solidify commitment.  

Strong communication skills are a key characteristic of an effective school 

principal (Barkman, 2015). A study conducted by Jacob Easley II in 2008 states that 

“teachers value and long for meaningful dialogues with principal” (Easley, 2008, p. 33). 

Communication and conversations keep teachers and other faculty and staff informed 

and included. Communication with parents and other school stakeholders is also 

important. When communication is consistent, exemplary school principals are 

promoting collaboration, community, and positive working relationships (Easley, 2008). 

By communicating regularly, a cohesive school climate will be solidified. 

“Working in a school and with diverse people and opinions demands 

professionalism from the leader” (Barkman, 2015, p. 16). Acting in a professional way 

includes treating others with respect, leading by example, and modeling positive 

behavior. By basing tough decisions on what is considered right by a school’s mission 

and vision, a school principal is exhibiting a key characteristic of effectiveness 

(Barkman, 2015).  

Many schools require teachers to self-reflect at the end of each school year. 

Alongside this, many schools have teacher observation procedures in place. Because 

one key characteristic of an effective school principal is leading by example, school 

principals also need to take time to self-reflect (Barkman, 2015). Everyone makes 

mistakes. Not all decisions are the best ones. During times such as this and also during 

times of positive decision making, self-reflection helps an effective principal stay 
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accountable and maintain high expectations. Effective school principals also “hold 

themselves accountable by opening themselves up to criticism” (Barkman, 2015, p. 17).  

One research study identified twenty-nine themes participants indicated were 

effective personality traits of school principals (Schulte et al., 2010). The following traits 

were identified by Schulte et al. (2010):  

…leader, communication, caring, understanding, knowledgeable, fair, works well 

with others, listening, service, organized, disciplinarian, good attitude, patience, 

respectful, helping, open-mindedness, motivating, professional, flexible, being visible, 

honest, good role model, responsible, builds relationships, involving, consistent, 

friendly, focus on schools, experience in the classrooms (Schulte et al., 2010, p. 180-

181). 

The researchers in this study took the above twenty-nine characteristics and 

formed five meta-themes. These are (1) responsible and supportive leader, (2) being 

impartial, (3) straightforward, task-oriented, and communicative, (4) professional and 

facilitator, and (5) collaborative, organized, and inclusive role model (Schulte et al., 

2010). “Consistency is present between the results of this study and the extant 

literature. These respondents agreed that effective leadership was an important 

attribute for a principal to possess. They highly endorsed themes that could be related 

to effective leadership” (Schulte, p. 19-20, 2010). Exhibiting the above mentioned 

personality traits and upholding the themes are strongly indicative of an individual 

possessing what it takes to be an exemplary and effective school principal.  
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Existing Literature 

While there is scant literature surrounding school principals with school 

counseling backgrounds, one study conducted on the impact of counseling 

backgrounds for administrators in higher level education researched benefits, 

hindrances, preparation, gains, and losses of participants (Regan, 1998). Results 

revealed that opportunities for influencing and leading were benefits (Regan, 1998). In 

another research study, school superintendents with a counseling background were 

interviewed and surveyed (Wojeski, 2011). Responses regarding benefits of a 

counseling background included interpersonal skills and the ability to have interaction 

with parents and other stakeholders (Wojeski, 2011).  

Knowing and understanding the characteristics of empathy was reported as a 

huge positive impact of having a counseling background (Regan, 1998). “One former 

AHEAD officer used empathy as an essential element of communications when 

conducting discipline, especially when the outcome was serious” (Regan, 1998, p. 4). 

Other positive characteristics were indicated to help in conflict resolution, active 

listening, and relationship skills (Regan, 1998). A major strength of those interviewed 

through the study conducted by Wojeski was determined to be, once again, empathy 

and compassion (Wojeski, 2011).  

Hindrances included long hours and a feeling of loneliness (Regan, 1998). One 

negative revealed during the research was that counselors tend to be an advocate for 

all people. While this is great for a counseling position, “as an administrator you can still 

be an advocate for people but you must have a vision, the directiveness and firmness to 

stand by your decisions” (Regan, 1998, p. 5). Drawbacks found during the Wojeski 
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research study included no time as an instructional leader for some people and having 

to become stricter than when previously a counselor (Wojeski, 2011). Participants also 

stated that they did find they had to take some time becoming familiar with the financial 

aspects of educational leadership once becoming an administrator (Wojeski, 2011).  

While there are drawbacks, there are clear advantages of administrators with a 

counseling background. “People skills, listening ability, and group process knowledge 

are requisite staples of a good administrator, and these skills are basic elements of 

counseling” (Regan, 1998, p. 6). All participants in the study conducted by Wojeksi 

(2011) indicated that their counseling skills were valuable and easily transferable to their 

school leadership position as these counseling skills were utilized oftentimes throughout 

the day as a school leader. Per one recommendation of this study, boards of education 

and selection committees need to give adequate considerations to individuals with a 

school counseling background who desire a role in a school leadership position 

(Wojeski, 2011).  

Overview of the School Counselor 

Role of the School Counselor 

The American School Counselor Association states that school counselors are 

responsible for boosting student success through achievement strategies, ensuring 

equitable learning conditions for all students, helping students grow socially and 

emotionally, and planning for life after secondary school (American School Counselor 

Association, 2025a). Exactly how these responsibilities are carried out on a day to day 

basis varies differently for each school and school counselor (Kirchner & Setchfield, 

2005). Because of this and an ever-changing role of the school counselor due to 
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societal changes, a school counselor’s identity often lacks clarity and clear definition 

(Atici, 2014; Bardhoshi & Duncan, 2009; Kirchner & Setchfield, 2005; Tygret et al., 

2020, Windham & Tuttle, 2023; Zalaquett & Chatters, 2012).  

Research suggests that the responsibilities of a school counselor are often 

mandated by the school principal (Kirchner & Setchfield, 2005). Consequently, 

perceptions of the school counselor role varies differently amongst school principals and 

other administrators. Therefore, researchers find that there are often conflicting opinions 

and understandings of the role of the school counselor (Waalkes et al., 2018; Windham 

& Tuttle, 2023; Zalaquett & Chatters, 2012). While school principals do believe that the 

duties of a school counselor should be aligned with those recommended in the ASCA 

National Model, many school principals are largely unfamiliar with the model (ASCA, 

2025b; Windham & Tuttle, 2023; Zalaquett & Chatters, 2012). Therefore, it is crucial that 

school counselors advocate for themselves regarding their roles and job duties 

(Waalkes et al., 2018)  

In a quantitative research study conducted by Zalquett and Chambers (2012), 

190 surveys from middle school principals were returned to gather information about the 

perceptions of the role of a middle school counselor. Overall findings revealed that 91% 

of the surveys returned indicated a highly satisfied job performance by the school 

counselor (Zalaquett & Chambers, 2012). However, there were mixed results regarding 

what a school principal believes a school counselor’s priorities should be. Most agreed 

that responsibilities such as individual and small group counseling, academic advising, 

classroom guidance, and consulting with parents, teachers, and administrators were a 

priority (Zalaquett & Chambers, 2012). Responsibilities such as student registration and 
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standardized testing, however, all received conflicting results regarding those as job 

responsibilities of the school counselor (Zalaquett & Chambers, 2012). 

A similar quantitative study conducted by Windham and Tuttle (2023) aimed to 

investigate how a school counselor views their own role versus how a school 

administrator views the school counselor role. Thirty participants completed the study, 

twenty-five of which were school counselors and five of which were school 

administrators (Windham & Tuttle, 2023). Both school counselors and administrators all 

agreed that school counselors should place priority on providing both individual and 

small group counseling services to the students (Windham & Tuttle, 2023). School 

counselors want to engage less in activities such as responding to health issues, 

coordinating standardized testing, and performing duties such as hallway, bus, and 

cafeteria duty (Windham & Tuttle, 2023). The study determined that administrators wish 

school counselors would engage in testing coordination more frequently while also 

rarely responding to health issues or helping with shared duties (Windham & Tuttle, 

2023). It was also found that student records, new student data, grade calculations, and 

coordination of tier learning was deemed appropriate by administrators but found 

inappropriate by school counselors (Windham & Tuttle, 2023). An overarching 

conclusion of this study was the need for school administrators to better understand the 

ASCA National Model (Winham & Tuttle, 2023) and that proper training on this model 

could greatly help. 

Tangible duties of school counselors include creating and implementing a school 

counseling program, which includes meeting with students individually as needed and in 

small group settings as needed (ASCA, 2025a). The American School Counseling 
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Association says that 80% or more of a school counselor’s time on the job should 

revolve around direct and indirect services for students (ASCA, 2025a). Direct services 

include individual counseling sessions, small ground session, and classroom lessons. 

Indirect services include collaborating and consulting with teachers and parents, serving 

on supporting committees and teams, and advocating for students (Boulden & 

Schimmel, 2022). Helping students close learning gaps and resolving issues are two of 

the most important duties of a school counselor (Young & Dollarhide; 2017). This falls in 

the direct services category of a school counselor.  

Advocacy is a huge job responsibility of the school counselor. School counselors 

are to always advocate for all students' success, both emotionally and academically 

(ASCA, 2025a; Young & Bryan, 2015). They should also support and defend decisions 

that will help a school achieve its mission and vision (Young & Bryan, 2015). Emphasis 

should also be placed on the role of advocating for the school counseling program and 

duties of a school counselor (Waalkes et al., 2018). There are numerous benefits to 

advocating for the school counseling program and professional duties. It can positively 

impact how a school principal views and supports the school counseling program. 

Strong advocacy by the school counselor can also impact how the principal chooses to 

allocate a counselor’s time, resources, and duties. It also improves the professional 

relationship between the school counselor and school principal (Waalkes et al., 2018). 

Even though the roles and duties of a school principal are much more explicit 

than the roles of a school counselor, a school counselor still has a crucial job within the 

school. “Principals desire school counselors who are communicative, systemic in their 

work, student-focused, and able to take on leadership roles in the school” (Dollarhide et 
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al., 2007, p. 363) School counselors and school principals should both prioritize student 

success within a school (Dollarhide et al., 2007). While the roles of each position look 

different, each role has a common expectation to ensure that a student is set up for 

positive achievement. Therefore, it is crucial that a school counselor and a school 

principal have a positive working relationship. 

Positive Professional Principal and Counselor Relationship 

“To be successful, leadership strategies are based on understanding the 

relationships between principals and counselors” (Dollarhide et al., 2007, p. 360). While 

each professional role looks different, both have expectations that their roles highly 

value students and their success. Research typically finds that in order for a principal to 

support the role of a school counselor and also rely on this person to add value to a 

school culture and community, a positive principal-counselor relationship is vital 

(Dollarhide et al., 2007; Fontanez, 2023; Tygret et al., 2020). “The close partnership 

between school counselors and principals suggests that their work together can 

influence student learning and school culture” (Fontanez, 2023, p. v).  

Because school principals and school counselors are essential positions in a 

school, they should collaborate with each other often and in positive ways (Tygret et al., 

2020). This will ensure a strongly functioning school. It is said that the first step in 

establishing a positive relationship is through trust and understanding of each other’s 

role. As mentioned earlier, there is evidence that suggests many do not understand the 

role of a school counselor (Atici, 2014; Bardhoshi & Duncan, 2009; Kirchner & 

Setchfield, 2005; Tygret et al., 2020, Zalaquett & Chatters, 2012).  
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One research study examined the qualities in the school principal-school 

counselor professional relationship (Fontanez, 2023). Results revealed the following 

three themes: the roles of a school counselor and a school principal, the environment 

and physical office location for both professionals, and the formed partnership between 

the two. “Numerous participants described the importance of both school counselors 

and principals knowing the roles defined for each position and how both contributed to 

the success of the partnership between school counselors and school principals” 

(Fontanez, 2023, p. 75). Without role understanding, there is ground for mistrust, 

miscommunication, and an overall poor environment. All of this can lead to a negative 

school culture. When both school counselors and school principals have a clear 

understanding of each other’s roles, they are more likely to value and respect each 

other (Fontanez, 2023).  

Interestingly, this study analyzed the location of the counselor’s office in relation 

to the principal’s office (Fontanez, 2023). It was revealed that some thought having the 

counselor’s office close to the principal’s office would connect them to discipline, which 

is not a counselor’s role. Others believed that the closeness of the offices would aid in 

effective communication and enhance the positive relationship needed for success. 

Because of these potentially positive and negative factors, it is important that school 

principals and school counselors communicate regarding the location of their offices 

and also discuss what parameters each will have regarding the location (Fontanez, 

2023). 

Both role clarification and location of offices are important themes within the 

Fontanez study (Fontanez, 2023). Without these two themes, the third theme of a 
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paired partnership could not happen. A principal needs to understand the role of the 

school counselor. The location of the offices should be close, while not necessarily 

beside each other. Both of these greatly impact the formation of a positive partnership. 

Literature clearly states that the relationship between school counselor and school 

principal is very important and can impact student success and school culture 

(Fontanez, 2023; Froeschle & Nix, 2009; Tygret et al., 2020). A positive relationship 

allows for open communication and creates a united approach to working with students, 

parents, faculty, staff, and other school stakeholders. Without this positive relationship, 

mistrust can happen along with a negative work environment and a lack of student 

success (Fontanez, 2023).  

School principals and school counselors should work together and develop a 

shared understanding of each other’s roles so that they can form a positive and 

collaborative professional relationship (Tygret et al., 2020). This begins the creation of a 

team that can continue to work together to improve and sustain a school. By modeling 

positive relationships, school principals and school counselors are also setting the 

standard for all personnel employed by a school, for students, and for parents (Tygret et 

al., 2020).  

In a study conducted by Froeschle and Nix (2009), results revealed that 

teamwork was “viewed as a crucial element in school and student success” (p. 10). 

Participants in this study, which was focused on examining the perceptions of effective 

school counselors, stated that this effectiveness was caused because of the school 

principal and counselor relationship. One teacher stated that their principal listens to 

their school counselor’s ideas, while another teacher talked about how valuable it was 
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to them as a teacher that their counselor and principal talked every day. This study 

highly suggests that school counselors serve as important school leaders. Through a 

school counselor’s leadership, teachers feel supported, and a better climate is created 

for students and faculty (Froeschle & Nix, 2009).  

Comparative Analysis of ASCA, PSEL, and ASSL Standards 

 The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) Professional Standards & 

Competencies were adopted in 2007 and revised as recently as 2025 (ASCA, 2025a). 

These standards and competencies “outline the mindsets and behaviors school 

counselors need to meet the rigorous demands of the school counseling profession and 

the needs of Pre-K-12 students” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 1). School counselors use these 

standards and competencies as a guide in establishing and maintaining a school 

counseling program that helps students thrive in a school setting, plan for future 

careers, and develop socially and emotionally.  

 Formerly known as the ISLLC Standards, the Professional Standards for 

Educational Leaders (PSEL) was adopted by the National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration (NPBEA) in 2015 (NPBEA, 2015). Prior to the NPBEA assuming 

leadership over the standards, The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 

held the framework for policy related to educational leadership in forty-five states and 

the District of Columbia. In recent years, the professionals in the field of educational 

leadership “have a better understanding of how and in what ways effective leadership 

contributes to student achievement” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 1). Because the educational 

leadership profession has grown and continues to change significantly, a revamping of 

the standards was necessary in order to continue guiding educational leaders in a 
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productive direction that will positively benefit students. The PSEL standards are widely 

considered a strong guiding force for meeting opportunities and challenges within a 

school setting.  

 The Alabama Standards for School Leadership were created through the 

Alabama Principal Leadership Framework, which strives to support, guide, and enable 

school leaders to enhance the success of all students (Alabama State Department of 

Education [ALSDE], 2024). These standards are organized around five domains that 

reflect principal effectives. They are designed to define the “nature, quality of work, and 

expectations that current research and best practices indicate are critical to student 

learning and other positive school outcomes” (ALSDE, 2024, p. 4).  

The American School Counselor Association Standards, Professional Standards 

for Educational Leaders, and Alabama Standards for School Leadership are all very 

closely aligned, indicating that school counselors and other school leadership positions 

hold high standards and beliefs. The chart below is a comparison of the three standards 

and their alignment with each other. Further details and an in depth comparison can be 

found below the chart. The ASCA Standards & Competencies are composed of seven 

mindsets (M), indicating what school counselors should believe, and twenty-four 

behaviors (B), representing the upholding of standards related to the “design, 

implementation, and assessment of a school” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). These behaviors are 

divided into three categories: Professional Foundation (PF), Direct and Indirect Student 

Services (SS), and Planning and Assessment (PA). The Professional Foundation 

category are essential skills that are at the forefront of a school counselor’s career. 

Direct and Indirect Student Services are those that are provided directly to students or 
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indirectly to students with the help of teachers, administrators, families, community 

organizations, and other school staff or stakeholders. Planning and assessment are 

items essential to the success of the school counseling program. This includes 

assessment, analyzation, implementation, and reflection (ASCA, 2025a). 

 
Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Standards 

Guiding Principles ASCA Standards PSEL Standards Alabama 
Standards for 

School 
Leadership 

Purpose and Focus 
Oriented 

B-PA 1 Standard 1 Visionary 
Leadership 

 

Ethical and 
Equitable 

Responsibility 

B-PF 2, B-PF 3, B-
PF 6 

Standard 2, 
Standard 3 

Managerial and 
Operational 
Leadership 

Instructional 
Leadership 

B-SS 1, B-SS 2, B-
SS 3, 

B-PF 1, B-PF 4, B-
PF 5, B-PF 7, B-PF 

8, B-PF 9 

Standard 4, 
Standard 5 

Instructional 
Leadership 

Collaboration and 
Interaction with 

School Community 
and Stakeholders 

B-SS 4, B-SS 5 
B-SS 6 

Standard 8 Managerial and 
Operational 
Leadership 

Professional 
Working 

Relationships 

B-PA 7, B-PA 8 Standard 6, 
Standard 7 

Relational 
Leadership 

Continuous 
Improvement 

B-PA 2, B-PA 3, B-
PA 4 

B-PA 5, B-PA 6, B-
PA 9 

Standard 9, 
Standard 10 

Innovative 
Leadership 

*This table provides a visual comparison of the guiding principles and which ASCA and PSEL standards , 
and the Alabama Standards for School Leadership are being met. 
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Purpose and Focus Oriented 

 ASCA standard B-PA 1 states “Create school counseling program beliefs, vision 

and mission statements aligned with the school district” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). The sub 

statements within this standard indicate that a school counselor will examine personal, 

school, district, and state statements about student success while also examining the 

school’s vision and mission. They will also uphold creating a mission statement for the 

counseling services that are aligned directly with the school, district, and state mission 

and beliefs.  

PSEL Standard 1 states “Effective educational leaders develop, advocate, and 

enact a shared mission, vision, and core values of high-quality education and academic 

success and well-being of each student” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 9). Effective school leaders 

will work to develop a mission statement for a school that will encourage student 

success and well-being. They will also promote the mission statement, develop a vision 

statement, and develop action steps for achieving the vision of a school (NPBEA, 2015).  

Standard 1 for the Alabama Standards for School Leadership is Visionary 

Leadership. It states that “Effective visionary leaders facilitate the development, 

articulation, implementation, and stewardship of a shared vision that guides the learning 

of every student” (ALSDE, 2024, p. 4). This standard tells us that an effective school 

leader should keep the needs of all students in mind while creating with others a shared 

vision and improvement plan. School leaders should be committed to the school’s vision 

and its improvement plan. Therefore, they should consistently analyze data to monitor 

progress and make adjustments as needed (ALSDE, 2024).  
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The above standards are all closely aligned because they both promote the clear 

and vital focus of strong mission and vision statements, both of which are geared 

towards student achievement and well-being. In a 2009 study conducted by Craft et al., 

results revealed mission statements can influence vision and culture along with student 

performance. “Mission statements represent organizational values and provide 

direction” (Craft et al., 2009, p. 8). These mission and vision statements should be the 

foundation of all decision making within a school. 

            Implementing a mission statement is putting into practice the words written on a 

piece of paper (Craft et al., 2009). A strong and clearly visible mission statement along 

with a purposeful vision statement that are both at the center of implementation will 

result in a positive environment (Craft et al., 2009). It is crucial, therefore, that both 

school principals and school counselors adhere to staying mission and vision oriented. 

Ethical and Equitable Responsibility 

“In collaboration with principals and other leadership team members, professional 

school counselors have ethical responsibilities in promoting culturally competent school 

environments” (Nelson & Bustamante, 2009, p. 1). There are three ASCA standards 

that are related to school counselors having great ethical and equitable responsibility. 

Standard B-PF 2 says school counselors are to “Demonstrate understanding of 

educational systems, legal issues, policies, research and trends in education” (ASCA, 

2025a, p. 2). This entails school counselors explaining organizational structure and 

influences on education practices, explaining theories and trends in education, and 

explaining the process of developing policies. School counselors need to be able to 

explain the history of school counseling and the nature of counseling in schools as well 
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as how school counseling and other areas of counseling are related. School counselors 

should collaborate with other student service providers, such as the school nurse and 

school psychologist, to best support student success. All of these are crucial to helping 

maintain an equitable environment for all students (ASCA, 2025a). When school 

counselors are not able to explain policies, procedures, trends, theories, etc, then they 

cannot advocate for all students in the same manner. Standard B-PF 3 indicates that 

school counselors will “Apply legal and ethical principles of the school counseling 

profession” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). ASCA has an entire set of standards dedicated 

specifically to practicing ethical principles, the ASCA Ethical Standards for School 

Counselors. School counselors must adhere to legal responsibilities and maintain 

confidentiality when working with students. They need to model ethical behavior and aid 

in solving ethical dilemmas in accordance with the ASCA Ethical Standards for School 

Counselors. Professional development helps school counselors stay informed on legal 

and ethical matters. ASCA standard B-PF 6 says school counselors should 

“Demonstrate understanding of the impact of cultural, social and environmental 

influences on student success and opportunities” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Subsets within 

this specific standard inform us that school counselors are responsible for advocating 

for all students, regardless of their cultural or socioeconomic background. They should 

also collaborate with administrators, faculty, and other staff members to ensure that all 

curriculums and instruction are inclusive (ASCA, 2025a). By collaborating with school 

stakeholders and advocating for all students, school counselors are supporting an 

inclusive school culture. 
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PSEL Standard 2 states “Effective educational leaders act ethically and 

according to professional norms to promote each student’s academic success and well-

being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 10) Educational leaders are to have a student-centered 

approach when making ethical decisions. Effective educational leaders are to model 

ethical behavior and provide moral direction for a school. PSEL Standard 3 states 

“Effective educational leaders strive for equity of educational opportunity and culturally 

responsive practices to promote each student’s academic success and well-being” 

(NPBEA, 2015, p. 11). In the same realm as the ASCA standards, the PSEL standards 

strive to ensure that all students are able to learn and succeed in an inclusive 

environment. Leaders must ensure that policies are in place and abided by to ensure 

equitable and respectful treatment, provide resources necessary for success, and 

exhibit an understanding of each student’s culture and background. A school leader is 

responsible for creating a culture that is inclusive and welcoming for all students. 

(NPBEA, 2015).  

The Alabama Standards for School Leadership Standard 3 is Managerial and 

Operational Leadership (ALSDE, 2024). It states, “Effective managerial leaders 

strategically oversee school operations, staff, and resources to foster a safe and 

productive school community” (ALSDE, 2024, p. 5). Substandard 3d relates to ethical 

and equitable responsibilities. It states that an effective school leader should “model and 

communicate high expectations, clear guidelines, and systematic procedures in 

alignment with the state’s code of ethics for educators” (ALSDE, 2024, p. 5).  

School principals and school counselors are two of the most physically visible 

jobs in a school. Because of this, they have great influence. When school principals and 
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school counselors adhere to their standards and work together to create and support an 

atmosphere that accepts all students, a positive school culture and learning 

environment is created (Nelson & Bustamante, 2009).  “Although a culture is a natural 

by-product of people working in close proximity, it can be a positive or negative 

influence on school’s effectiveness. An effective leader builds a culture that positively 

influences teachers, who, in turn, positively influences students.” (Marzano et al., 2005, 

pg. 47). Both school principals and school counselors have a responsibility to create a 

school culture that is equitable for all students. By adhering to ethical guidelines, 

modeling strong positive ethical behavior, and supporting equitable learning 

opportunities for all students, school counselors and school principals are creating the 

inclusive school culture supportive of student achievement and well-being.  

Instructional Leadership 

The ASCA Standards, PSELs, and Alabama Standards for School Leadership 

emphasize the importance of developing curriculums that help students grow and 

succeed (ALSDE, 2024; ASCA, 2025a; NPBEA, 2015). There are nine ASCA standards 

related to instructional leadership. Standard B-SS 1 states school counselors should 

“Design and implement instruction aligned to ASCA Student Standards: Mindsets & 

Behaviors for Student Success in large-group, classroom, small-group and individual 

settings” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Standard B-SS 2 states they will “Provide appraisal and 

advisement in large-group, classroom, small-group and individual settings” (ASCA, 

2025a, p. 2). ASCA standard B-SS 3 expresses that school counselors are to “Provide 

short-term counseling in small-group and individual settings” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). 
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Standard B-PF 1 says school counselors will “Apply developmental, learning, 

counseling and education theories” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Human development theories, 

learning theories, evidence-based counseling theories and techniques, and career 

development theories are all crucial to use when planning and implementing plans for 

student success. School counselors need to be cognizant of these theories and 

techniques so that they can appropriately apply them in individual, small-group, large-

group, and classroom settings. By utilizing these theories and techniques, school 

counselors can help students succeed academically, develop mentally and socially, and 

plan for postsecondary life (ASCA, 2025a). Next, standard B-PF 4 indicates school 

counselors will “Apply school counseling professional standards and competencies” 

(ASCA, 2025a, p. 3).  Similar to the first standard mentioned, school counselors need to 

stay up to date on counseling research and best practices. A great way to do this is by 

promoting professional growth and attending professional development (ASCA, 2025a). 

Standard B-PF 5 expects that school counselors will “Use ASCA Student Standards: 

Mindsets & Behaviors for Student Success to inform the implementation of a school 

counseling program” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). This standard suggests that school 

counselors should greatly utilize the ASCA Student Standards when planning goals, 

lessons, meetings, and other counseling related needs (ASCA, 2025a). The standard B-

PF 7 indicates school counselors should “Demonstrate leadership through the 

development and implementation of a school counseling program” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). 

A vital aspect of a school counseling job is the creation and implementation of an 

effective school counseling program that aligns with the ASCA National Model. With 

this, school counselors will also use their leadership skills to guide changes needed for 
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school counseling programs. They will serve as leaders in the school and in the 

community, modeling the way in leadership using qualities and skills of effective leaders 

(ASCA, 2025a). Standard B-PF 8 indicates they will “Demonstrate advocacy for a 

school counseling program” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Keeping students’ best interests in 

mind, school counselors will advocate for school policies that support student success 

and well-being. They will help explain and justify appropriate activities and actions while 

also explaining and justifying the discontinuation of activities and actions that are not 

beneficial (ASCA, 2025a). Lastly, standard B-PF 9 says school counselors will “Create 

systemic change through the implementation of a school counseling program” (ASCA, 

2025a, p. 2). School counselors will work to develop and implement action plans that 

address changes needed to better support students. They will help in creating an 

environment that promotes student success (ASCA, 2025a). 

PSEL Standard 4 states “Effective educational leaders develop and support 

intellectually rigorous and coherent systems of curriculum, instruction, and assessment 

to promote each student’s academic success and well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 12). 

Through this standard, effective educational leaders implement curriculums, 

instructions, and assessments that promote the school’s mission and vision, align with 

academic standards, are inclusive for all students, and set high expectations for 

learning. They also ensure that curriculums, instructions, and assessments are grade 

level appropriate and will aid in child development while attending to student needs. 

Effective educational leaders will support effective technology integration when 

applicable (NPBEA, 2015). PSEL Standard 5 states “Effective educational leaders 

cultivate an inclusive, caring, and supportive school community that promotes the 
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academic success and well-being of each student” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 13). In order for 

students to learn and succeed, they need an environment that is safe and supportive. It 

is vital that effective educational leaders create and maintain an environment that is a 

place where all students can learn, be respected, be loved, and be encouraged 

(NPBEA, 2015). 

The Alabama Standards for School Leadership standard 2 is Instructional 

Leadership. It states, “Effective instructional leaders ensure intellectually rigorous and 

coherent systems of curricula, instruction, and assessment while facilitating productive 

collaboration and professional learning to drive growth and achievement for all students” 

(ALSDE, 2024, p. 4). Subsets within this standard revolve around supporting staff in the 

implementation of a curriculum, through instruction, and assessments. Effective school 

leaders should ensure that these curriculums, instructions, and assessments challenge 

students and are aligned with state standards. Maintaining a high expectation for staff 

and students, observing classrooms, and ensuring a culture inclusive to learning are all 

important for an effective school leader (ALSDE, 2024).  

School counselors and school leaders are expected to develop, implement, and 

support curriculums that develop and support student success and well-being (ALSDE, 

2024; ASCA, 2025; NPBEA, 2015). The close alignment of the above mentioned 

standards signify the importance of prioritizing curriculums, instructions, and 

assessments that will support students in many areas. A school’s success is dependent 

upon the extent to which students are able to engage in learning that truly leads to 

student achievement (Graf & Yavuz, 2023). “To that effect, both academic and school 

counseling curricula should be structured in a way that strikes a balance between 
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academic and non-academic foci designed to meet the needs of all students” (Graf & 

Yavuz, 2023, p.3-4). As indicated in the ASCA Standards, PSELs, and Alabama 

Standards for School Leadership, both school counselors and school principals play an 

essential role in curriculum development and implementation.  

Collaboration and Engagement with School Community 

The essence of community is encouraging everyone to be on the same page and 

moving everyone in the same direction. Community brings people together and provides 

a place where they can express similar ideas, values, and opinions, and where they can 

be heard by members of their team. Community allows people to accomplish great 

things. It enables people to work hand in hand in pursuit of a shared vision that supports 

the common good. Through community, people can promote the greater good of 

everyone in  the group. (Northouse, 2021, pg. 256) 

The ASCA Standards and PSEL Standards emphasize the importance of community 

environments both inside and outside of school and the importance of family 

collaboration (ASCA, 2025a; NPBEA, 2015). 

ASCA Standard B-SS 4 states school counselors are to “Make referrals to 

appropriate school and community resources” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Within this is the 

commitment that school counselors will keep a list of referral resources that align with 

school policies and communicate when counseling services are needed outside of the 

scope which school counseling can provide. Standard B-SS 5 says school counselors 

will “Consult to support student achievement and success” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). This 

standard tells us that school counselors will maintain student information gathered from 

families and school faculty/staff to aid in developing strategies for student success. 
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They will also share strategies that can help support students with teachers, other 

faculty and staff, families, and community organizations, when applicable. A vital 

component of achieving this standard is providing training and workshops for 

faculty/staff, families, and community stakeholders on subjects that will support student 

achievement and well-being (ASCA, 2025a). The standard B-SS 6 declares school 

counselors should “Collaborate with families, teachers, administrators, other school staff 

and education stakeholders for student achievement and success” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). 

School counselors should partner with others to advocate for student achievement, 

inclusive educational opportunities, and support in times of a crisis (ASCA, 2025a).  

Similarly, PSEL Standard 8 states “Effective educational leaders engage families 

and the community in meaningful, reciprocal, and mutually beneficial ways to promote 

each student’s academic success and well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 16). Effective 

educational leaders are responsible for welcoming families and community stakeholders 

into the school while also creating and encouraging positive relationships with these 

individuals and groups so that the school can be an impactful resource in the 

community. Advocating for the school and student needs outside of the school is a vital 

component of this standard. Of utmost importance, an effective educational leader 

needs to understand the community’s culture and available resources so that they can 

best support student achievement and improvement (NPBEA, 2015). 

The Alabama Standards for School Leadership Standard 3 is Managerial and 

Operational Leadership (ALSDE, 2024). It states that “Effective managerial leaders 

strategically oversee school operations, staff, and resources to foster a safe and 

productive school community” (ALSDE, 2024, p. 5). Sub standards indicate that an 
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effective school leader is responsible for providing an environment that is functional, 

safe, and clean. They are also responsible for the recruitment, hiring, and retention of 

faculty and staff that will help in ensuring all students have an opportunity to learn and 

succeed. Effective leaders should support their faculty and staff with professional 

development opportunities, communicate expectations and guidelines, and model the 

way for positive behavior. They are also to oversee resources needed in order to 

support the goals of a school and success of students (ALSDE, 2024).  

Standard 4 of the Alabama Standards for School Leadership is Relational 

Leadership. “Effective relational leaders cultivate a welcoming, supportive, and 

collaborative learning environment for all students, staff, families, and the community” 

(ALSDE, 2024, p. 5). An effective school leader can develop trust and enhance the 

support of students and their success through the creation of a school environment that 

promotes collaboration amongst all students, staff, families, and community members 

(ALSDE, 2024).  

“Collaborative efforts among families, schools, and communities hold much 

promise for improving the success of young people” (Ishimaru, 2019, p. 351). It is 

evident that the ASCA Standards, PSELs, and Alabama Standards for School 

Leadership support student achievement and improvement through collaboration and 

engagement with a school community. Through this collaboration and engagement, 

parents can be more involved and be empowered to advocate for their children 

(Ishimaru, 2019). Community organizations can become connected to a school, which 

helps both parties grow, understand each other’s goals, and support each other in 

attaining the goals (Merino et al., 2025). Research shows that when students feel 
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connected to those within their school, their families, and their community, they do not 

engage as much in unhealthy behaviors (Wilkins et al., 2023). For these reasons, 

school principals and school counselors should be instrumental in establishing, 

conducting, and maintaining strong positive collaboration and engagement with a school 

community. As a result, student achievement and well-being will be evident.  

Professional Working Relationships 

ASCA Standard B-PA 7 states school counselors will “Establish agreement with 

the principal and other administrators about the school counseling program” (ASCA, 

2025a, p. 2). This entails explaining and advocating for the school counseling program 

and its goals to administrators, to faculty, and to other school staff members. Within this 

standard is also the mindset that school counselors will advocate for the appropriate 

role of the school counselor (ASCA, 2025a). Standard B-PA 8 states school counselors 

need to  “Establish and convene an advisory council for the school counseling program” 

(ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). This entails determining the proper stakeholders to represent on 

the council, developing meeting agendas that will be effective and efficient, recording 

meeting notes, conducting follow-ups when necessary, and analyzing feedback related 

to student success and well-being (ASCA, 2025a).   

PSEL Standard 6 states that “Effective educational leaders develop the 

professional capacity and practice of school personnel to promote each student’s 

academic success and well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 14). They are responsible for the 

recruitment, hiring, support, supervision, and retention of teachers and other faculty staff 

members. Effective educational leaders should plan for staff turnover and provide 

mentoring for new personnel. They are to also encourage continuous improvement and 
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professional development, give attainable feedback and evaluations, and empower 

teachers and staff. Promoting the personal and professional well-being of faculty and 

staff along with a good work-life balance is also an important aspect of an effective 

educational leader (NPBEA, 2015). PSEL Standard 7 states “Effective educational 

leaders foster a professional community of teachers and other professional staff to 

promote each student’s academic success and well-being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 15) By 

developing workplace conditions that promote professional growth and student learning, 

effective educational leaders are achieving this standard. They also should establish 

and maintain an engaged and committed culture that focuses on the mission and vision 

of a school. Promoting accountability, collaboration, trust, and open communication are 

also embedded within this standard (NPBEA, 2015). 

Standard 4 of the Alabama Standards for School Leadership is Relational 

Leadership. “Effective relational leaders cultivate a welcoming, supportive, and 

collaborative learning environment for all students, staff, families, and the community” 

(ALSDE, 2024, p. 5). An effective school leader is responsible for advocating for all 

students, fostering a relationship with students, faculty, and staff, and creating a culture 

surrounded by respect and professionalism (ALSDE, 2024). These leaders should also 

strive to build and maintain positive relationships with families and community 

partnerships that will help support a school’s mission and vision. By creating an 

environment that is conducive to collaboration and positive relationships, an effective 

school leader can empower and entrust others to support the needs of all students and 

promote success (ALSDE, 2024).  
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By focusing on relationship building, school leaders can develop a caring school 

community (Atici, 2014). Through a caring community, school leaders, faculty and staff, 

students, and parents can feel connected, which results in positive collaboration 

between stakeholders and student success (Wilkins et al., 2023). These caring 

communities centered around positive collaboration help produce and enable positive 

and supportive working relationships (Wilkins et al., 2023).  

Continuous Improvement 

It is imperative that educators take time to analyze and reflect on data gathered 

in order to improve schools and boost student success. The ASCA, ASSL, and PSEL 

Standards reflect this importance. ASCA Standard B-PA 2 indicates that school 

counselors should “Identify gaps in achievement, attendance, discipline, opportunity, 

and resources” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). By collecting and analyzing data, areas of success 

or improvement are determined. School counselors are responsible for aiding in the 

collection and analysis along creating goals that will help close the gaps. School 

counselors are also upheld to reviewing and interpreting student attendance and 

discipline data and should implement action steps for improving these, if necessary 

(ASCA, 2025a). School counselors should also “Develop annual student outcome goals 

based on student data” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2), according to ASCA Standard B-PA 3. 

School counselors should write the annual student outcome goals in a measurable 

format and closely monitor the goals and progress toward achieving them. 

Communicating these goals to teachers, administrators, and other staff members is the 

last component of this standard (ASCA, 2025a). Standard B-PA 4 states, “Develop and 

implementation plans aligned with annual student outcome goals and student data” 
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(ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). A school counselor’s plans should be aligned to help students 

achieve their goals and also be aligned with the appropriate ASCA Student Standards. 

This can be done by choosing evidence-based curriculums, programs, and best 

practices. If there is a potential impact on a student’s academics, attendance, or 

discipline because of the action plan, it is the responsibility of the school counselor to 

communicate this to the appropriate school staff (ASCA, 2025a). School counselors are 

to abide by Standard B-PA 5, “Assess and report program results to the school 

community” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). It is important for school counselors to collaborate and 

inform appropriate members of the school community regarding annual student 

outcome goals. They are to work with the administration to determine the best method 

for assessing counseling programs and sharing results. Use data to inform stakeholders 

of the importance of a school counseling program and what it adds to student success 

and well-being is embedded within this standard (ASCA, 2025a). Standard B-PA 6 

declares school counselors will “Use time appropriately according to the national 

recommendations and student/school data” (ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Time is a crucial 

component to the school day (Barkman, 2015). School counselors must effectively and 

efficiently use their time so that a school counseling program can be a success. By 

assessing the use of time for both direct and indirect student standards, a school 

counselor can appropriately determine how much time is needed for each component of 

school counseling (ASCA, 2025a). Another ASCA Standard related to using data is B-

PA 9, which says “Use appropriate school counselor performance appraisal process” 

(ASCA, 2025a, p. 2). Particularly, school counselors can use data from performance 
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appraisal processes and the ASCA National Model to implement student focused 

activities that will benefit student success and well-being (ASCA, 2025a).  

PSEL Standard 9 states “Effective educational leaders manage school 

operations and resources to promote each student’s academic success and well-being” 

(NPBEA, 2015, p. 17). This includes analyzing data to better manage day to day 

operations, budgets and resources. Effective educational leaders are responsible for 

developing and maintaining data pertaining to classroom and school improvement 

(NPBEA, 2015). PSEL Standard 10 states “Effective educational leaders act as agents 

of continuous improvement to promote each student’s academic success and well-

being” (NPBEA, 2015, p. 18). School leaders should always be striving for school 

improvement. By accessing data, determining action plans, and implementing these 

plans, a school can experience continuous improvement. It is the responsibility of an 

effective educational leader to assess the data, determine the action plans, and 

implement these. They are also responsible for communicating the data reports, areas 

of strength and weaknesses, and action plans. Preparing a school community for 

improvement, promoting improvement, fostering mutual commitment and accountability, 

and helping with the resources needed for improvement, an effective educational leader 

will be vital in student success and well-being (NPBEA, 2015).  

Innovative Leadership is the fifth standard of the Alabama Standards for School 

Leadership. “Effective, innovative leaders continue professional growth, actively engage 

in reflective practices, and apply new knowledge and understanding to drive change” 

(ALSDE, 2024, p. 6). Effective leaders use gathered and analyzed data to improve 

strategies that will support student success. They work closely with others to reflect and 
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pursue growth. By consistently finding ways to implement strategies obtained from 

feedback, a culture that is conducive to continuously improving will be established 

(ALSDE, 2024).  

School principals and school counselors utilize data gathered from many areas to 

help in decision making (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022). One example of data usage is 

analyzing report card grades and disciplinary data. These are major components in 

identifying students who need additional support. By utilizing and monitoring this data, 

an intervention can be created and adjusted to help students succeed (Boulden & 

Schimmel, 2022).  

Through a comparison of relevant literature regarding exemplary school 

principals with a school counseling background and an analysis of professional 

standards for counselors and principals, the researcher was able to thematically align 

commonalities. These themes are the conceptual framework guiding this study. The six 

themes include: purpose and focus oriented, ethical and equitable responsibility, 

instruction leadership, collaboration and interaction with stakeholders, professional 

working relationships, and continuous improvement. 

Leadership Skills of School Counselors 

 There is limited research related to school counseling leadership (Gibson et al., 

2018; Young & Dollarhide; 2017). However, the American School Counselor 

Association states that school counselors are school leaders (ASCA, 2025a). 

“Recognizing, developing, and utilizing leadership skills in professional school 

counselors is less of an option and more of a professional responsibility” (Gibson et al., 

2018). Leadership skills are essential for school counselors to possess so that students 
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and a school community can be fully supported. These leadership skills are also vital to 

the success of a school counseling program (Gibson et al., 2018). “The reality is that 

many school counselors currently initiate programs and deliver services that directly 

involve them in leadership in their school” (Young & Bryan, 2015, p. 2). For these 

reasons, the ASCA National Model is closely aligned with leadership skills that will aid 

success. These skills include motivation, effective communication, proper delegation, 

and advocacy (Gibson et al., 2018). Also of utmost importance are positive attitudes of 

school counselors.  

In 2015, Young and Bryan investigated the school counselor’s perspective of 

leadership. The authors developed and administered the School Counselor Leadership 

Survey (SCLS). 

The SCLS is an instrument that has been normed on school counselors and is 

the first known scale designed to measure leadership behaviors and practices of 

school counselors and school counselor supervisors. The SCLS is intended to 

provide researchers and school counselors with information about specific school 

counselor leadership practices, rather than relying on generalized assumptions 

about leadership from other instruments. (Bryan & Young, 2015, p. 8) 

The authors administered this to participants and then analyzed the survey. Using 

concept mapping to identify themes, leadership behaviors and practices of school 

counselors could be measured. Young and Bryan discovered five domains of school 

counselor leadership practices. These are “interpersonal influence, systemic 

collaboration, resourceful problem solving, professional efficacy, and social justice 

advocacy” (Young & Bryan, 2015, p. 1). These five domains are also aligned with 
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themes of the ASCA National Model related to advocacy, data usage, collaboration, and 

change (ASCA, 2025). 

“The relational skills inherent in interpersonal influence contribute to school 

counselors’ success in accomplishing common goals and their ability to approach and 

resolve situations” (Young & Bryan, 2015, p. 6). Through aligning a school counselor’s 

practices with a school’s vision, interpersonal influence can occur. These school 

counselors can influence other faculty and staff, motivate others, and establish positive 

relationships (Young & Bryan, 2015). This directly aligns with the ASCA National Model 

theme of collaboration (Young & Bryan, 2015). Through collaboration, school 

counselors can work with teachers, families, administrators, and other stakeholders on 

a specific goal related to student success (ASCA, 2025). By working together, these 

individuals all have a shared responsibility and accountability for helping students 

succeed (ASCA, 2025).  

With systemic collaboration, school counselors work with other school 

stakeholders in a positive collaboration to achieve goals. School counselors can 

empower stakeholders and create buy-in through strong systemic collaboration as well 

(Young & Bryan, 2015). Again, the theme of systemic collaboration directly aligns with 

ASCA National Model theme of Collaboration. It also aligns with the ASCA National 

Model themes of Advocacy and Use of Data (Young & Bryan, 2015).  

Staying up to date with trends and new methods aid in advocating for change 

and helping with student success, all of which are factors that are related to resourceful 

problem solving. Another aspect of resourceful problem solving is networking and 

working with others, when necessary, to help meet student needs and help students 
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succeed (Young & Bryan, 2015). Resourceful problem solving aligns with the ASCA 

National Model theme of Collaboration (Young & Bryan, 2015). 

The professional efficacy domain consists of school counselors knowing, 

understanding, and expressing confidence in their leadership skills. The study 

conducted by Young and Bryan indicates that “professional efficacy is an important 

leadership dimension for school counselors” (Young & Bryan, 2015, p. 11). Professional 

efficacy, along with interpersonal influence, is vital for changes and school improvement 

to occur (Young & Bryan, 2015). Professional efficacy aligns with the ASCA National 

Model themes of System change, Advocacy, and again, Collaboration (Young & Bryan, 

2015). 

Lastly, social justice advocacy includes advocating for all students, standing up 

for what is right, and responding to social justice unfairness (Young & Bryan, 2015). 

“School counselor leaders must seek socially just outcomes to challenge many of the 

inequitable patterns facing students, schools, and many districts” (Young & Bryan, 

2015, p. 11). In order to achieve these outcomes, school counselors have to promote 

academic success, identify barriers related to social and emotional constructs, develop 

positive partnerships with student families, and increase college and career readiness 

amongst students. School counselors must have the courage and confidence to assist 

in leading change (Young & Bryan, 2015). Social justice advocacy aligns with the ASCA 

National Model themes of systemic change and advocacy (Young & Bryan, 2015). 

Summary 

 Not as many individuals are choosing to pursue careers in leadership positions 

within the school setting (Cieminski, 2018; Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020). 



 65 

Reasons for this lack of desire range from too many responsibilities, lack of support, low 

salaries, and heavy workloads (Cieminski, 2018). Because of this, there is a limited pool 

of qualified applicants. As a solution, school officials are utilizing succession planning in 

helping identify potential exemplary candidates for the school principal position (Farley-

Ripple et al., 2012; Fusarelli et al., 2018; Ritchie, 2020). 

School counselors are considerable candidates for the school principal position. 

School counselors typically possess leadership skills that are vital to the success of a 

school (Gibson et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2018). These leadership skills include 

advocacy, professional efficacy, positive influence, collaboration, and effective 

communication (ASCA, 2025a; Gibson et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2018). 

School counselors and school principals work closely together to monitor student 

success, create an inclusive school climate, support the school in many ways, and 

collaborate with parents and other stakeholders (ASCA, 2025b; Boulden & Schummel, 

2022; Chan et al., 2019; NPBEA, 2015; Reid, 2020; Young & Bryan, 2015; Zalaquett & 

Chambers, 2012). School principals should adhere to the PSELs and Alabama 

Standards for School Leadership. School counselors should adhere to the American 

School Counselor Association Standards. All three sets of these standards are closely 

aligned, indicating that both school counselors and school principals have the same 

goals of student success and well-being.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

A crucial component of student success and a strong school environment is the 

school principal (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Without a viable professional in the school 

principal position, school and student success rates can be difficult to accomplish. 

Tension and turmoil amongst school stakeholders will be evident, as well (Sabina & 

Colwell, 2018). To help students achieve success and for the school to be successful 

overall with a strong culture and climate, it is important to have a school principal who is 

considered a best fit professional for this position.  

Arguably, some school counselors have the ability to be the best fit professional 

for a school principal position. School counselors are to closely follow the Alabama 

School Counseling Association (ASCA) standards. These standards “outline the 

mindsets and behaviors school counselors need to meet the rigorous demands of the 

school counseling profession and the needs of pre-K–12 students” (ASCA, 2025a, p.1). 

School counselors have experience in upholding a school’s mission, advocating for all 

students, designing and implementing curriculums, collaborating with parents and other 

stakeholders, establishing and maintaining positive working relationships, and 

interpreting data for school improvement (ASCA, 2025a). All of these are also 

responsibilities of school principals (ALSDE, 2025; NPBEA, 2015).  

While there are clear differences, the roles and responsibilities of both school 

principals and school counselors have many similarities. Both of these professionals are 

responsible for upholding a school’s mission, vision, and values (ASCA, 2025a; Lambert 

& Bouchamma, 2019). Advocating and supporting student success and well-being are a 

top priority of both a school principal and a school counselor. It is the responsibility of 
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both professionals to ensure that each and every student has an opportunity to learn in 

a safe environment that is conducive to success (ASCA, 2025; Barkman, 2015; Boulden 

& Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015). A 

school counselor is responsible for ensuring there is a strong and effective school 

counseling program, while a school principal is responsible for ensuring all curriculums 

used within the school are strong and effective (ASCA, 2025; Barkman, 2015; Boulden 

& Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015).  School 

counselors and school principals must effectively communicate with parents and other 

school stakeholders, create and maintain positive and professional working 

relationships, and analyze data and make adjustments as needed to aid in school 

improvement (ASCA, 2025a; Barkman, 2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; Easley, 

2008; NPBEA, 2015; Waalkes et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 2015). 

School counselors and school principals must work together often to support 

students and faculty. Because the job responsibilities have many similarities, it is crucial 

for a school counselor and a school principal to have a positive professional relationship 

(Dollarhide et al., 2007; Fontanez, 2023; Tygret et al., 2020). By trusting each other and 

understanding each other’s role, this positive relationship can begin on a firm 

foundation. With a positive relationship, together, they can strengthen and elevate a 

school culture and community (Dollarhide et al., 2007; Fontanez, 2023; Tygret et al., 

2020). 

A comparative analysis of the American School Counselor Association 

standards, Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, and Alabama Standards for 

School Leadership revealed many similarities and alignments. Specifically, the following 
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six themes emerged that provided the conceptual framework for this study: being 

purpose and focus oriented, enacting ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as 

instructional leaders, collaborating and interacting with school community and 

stakeholders, creating and maintaining professional work relationships, and continuous 

improvement. The comparison of the three sets of standards indicates that both school 

counselors and school principals should hold many of the same high standards and 

beliefs. Furthermore, the close alignment and similar job responsibilities further 

solidified the idea that school counselors have leadership abilities and can become 

exemplary school principals.  

 Research reveals candidates for school principals are becoming increasingly 

hard to find (Cieminski, 2018; Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020; Sabina & 

Colwell, 2018). Because the role of a school principal is crucial to student success, it is 

vital that the proper professional is in this position (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

Thankfully, succession planning allows for the opportunity to identify, mentor, and train 

potential exemplary school principals (Sabina & Colwell, 2018). Succession planning is 

a program school administrators use “to recruit and train new leaders to lead their 

schools” (Sabina & Colwell, 2018, p. 375).  

 School counselors are school leaders (ASCA, 2025a). There is limited research 

connected to school counseling leadership. However, it is clear that leadership skills are 

vital for school counselors to possess. These skills are important in aiding the success 

of a school counseling program and also to aiding in the ability of a school counselor to 

support students in their learning and well-being (Gibson et al., 2018; Young & Bryan, 

2015; Young & Dollarhide; 2017). These leadership skills can also be tremendously 
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critical to possess in an exemplary school principal role.  

 In 2025, a change in the Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 occurred. 

School counselors are now eligible for school administrative positions sooner than they 

have been in years past. This change marks a turning point in recognizing and honoring 

the leadership skills and roles of school counselors. School counselors who possess 

these leadership skills can become exemplary school principals, strongly filling a gap 

and need for a leader who will help both the school and the students experience 

success. 

 This chapter describes the purpose of the research study, the researcher’s role, 

the research design, the sample population, and the methodological approach. 

Participant and the recruitment process along with ethical considerations are also 

discussed in this chapter.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of exemplary 

school principals with school counseling backgrounds. Specifically, how did these 

backgrounds influence factors pertaining to: being purpose and focus oriented, enacting 

ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and 

interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating and maintaining 

professional work relationships, and continuous improvement. Using the hermeneutic 

phenomenological qualitative approach, this research study sought to add to the 

existing literature surrounding school principals with a school counseling background 

and how these backgrounds influenced the themes of being purpose and focus 

oriented, enacting ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, 
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collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating and 

maintaining professional work relationships, and continuous improvement. 

Role of the Researcher 

 I have been an educator for fifteen years. Over the course of my time in 

education, I had three principals encourage me to explore my options and think about 

continuing my education through a degree in administration. After much thought and 

consideration, I decided to pursue a degree in Educational Administration. During my 

time as a school counselor, I have been very inspired to move to a school principal or 

other school administrative position when the opportunity arises. As I continue to grow 

in my profession of a school counselor, I am constantly reminded of how my time as a 

school counselor will be of great benefit for myself in a future school administrator role 

and for the students and parents that I will serve when I am a school administrator.  

 Because I have a goal to become a school administrator, hopefully in the near 

future, I remain very invested in the lived experiences of school principals who have a 

background in school counseling. Throughout the entirety of the study, I sought to 

remain unbiased, objective, and impartial (Peoples, 2020) so that the research 

participants and their lived experiences could be the core of this study. The hermeneutic 

circle was applied while analyzing data by deconstructing and synthesizing then looking 

at the whole again (Peoples, 2020). This process was repeated so that new 

understandings could emerge. 

Research Design 

 I applied Heidegger's hermeneutical phenomenological approach to address the 

research questions. This method allowed me to gather, analyze, and explain meaningful 
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and personal descriptions of the lived experiences of school principals with a school 

counseling background. Ethnography is a research method, similar to phenomenology, 

that works to determine shared patterns of a cultural group (Peoples, 2020). Since this 

research study does not focus on culture, it is not an appropriate method to use. The 

method of a case study also allows for the analysis of data to explore a certain 

phenomenon (Peoples, 2020). However, since case studies do not meet the 

requirements for focusing only on lived experiences, it is also not an appropriate 

method.  

 “Phenomenological research is strictly aimed at understanding experiences as 

lived” (Peoples, 2020, p. 3). Generalizations of certain situations are made through the 

analysis of multiple experiences in phenomenological research. By asking the same 

questions to multiple people regarding the same situation, the analysis followed by 

generalizations occurs (Peoples, 2021). With hermeneutic phenomenology, “each 

participant’s experiences are translated through the researcher by comparison and 

contrast of accounts with the accounts of other participants discussing their experiences 

of the same phenomenon” (Peoples, 2020, pp. 64-65).  

 Because this research study analyzes the lived experiences of school principals 

with a school counseling background and because the same questions will be asked in 

both interview and survey form, I felt the hermeneutic phenomenological method would 

be the most appropriate method for this research study.   

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

 (1) What are the lived experiences of exemplary school principals with school 
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counseling 

        backgrounds?  

 (2)  How do these school principals with a school counseling background relate 

to: 

  (a) being purpose and focus oriented  

  (b) enacting ethical and equitable responsibility 

  (c) acting as instructional leaders,  

  (d) collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders 

  (e) creating and maintaining professional work relationships 

  (f) continuous improvement 

Participants, Background, and Setting 

The sample for this research study consisted of exemplary school principals who 

have a background in school counseling. Individuals meeting the criteria were found by 

contacting the Alabama State Department of Education and utilizing word of mouth. An 

email invitation was sent with information pertaining to the study and to request 

participation. 

 Purposive sampling, specifically expert sampling, was used to identify potential 

participants. This sampling method allows participants to be identified and chosen 

based on knowledge and skills that are relevant to the research study (Bloomberg, 

2022). By utilizing expert sampling, potential candidates can be identified based on 

selective qualities and achievements that can help in contributing meaningful and 

valuable data to this research study.  
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Data Collection 

 The researcher collected data through one-on-one interviews with the 

participants and a follow-up survey. The semi-structured open-ended interviews 

consisted of a predetermined set of questions asked to each participant that would elicit 

strong descriptions of the lived experiences of school principals with a school 

counseling background and how these participants’ backgrounds influenced the six 

themes of the research study’s conceptual framework. Through a semi-structured 

interview, flexible and organic conversations were possible to ensure that thorough data 

could be collected. Each interview lasted approximately 30-45 minutes. Interviews were 

recorded with consent from participants. The follow up survey sent to each participant 

after the interview consisted of demographic questions and open-ended survey 

questions that could provide clarity from the preceding interview questions. 

Data Analysis 

 After the interviews were completed, the data was transcribed. Then, the process 

of the hermeneutic circle was utilized. The hermeneutic circle is the process of the “the 

parts inform the whole and the whole inform the parts” (Peoples, 2020, p. 59). 

Transcripts were read and unrelated information was deleted. Preliminary meaning units 

were generated. A meaning unit is “the allocation piece of data that reveals a feature or 

trait of the phenomenon being investigated” (Peoples, 2020, p. 60). This resulted in final 

meaning units, or themes, emerging. Specifics of each theme were organized. This 

process was repeated for all participants. Major themes of all participants were 

combined, resulting in general narratives that could then be used to form the general 

descriptions of the results from the interviews. The survey results were analyzed and 
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categorized in a similar manner to categorize commonalities and differences, resulting 

in the emergence of themes. These were combined to form general descriptions as 

well.  

Validity, Reliability, and Credibility 

 To ensure validity and reliability, I used journaling and member checking. A 

journal was kept throughout the data collection process, data analysis, and synthesizing 

stages of the research. Reflections, biases, opinions, and assumptions were recorded. 

When I began to transcribe interviews, I recorded patterns I saw emerging. I also wrote 

any concerns and a list of action items that needed to occur. I did this process for the 

follow-up survey as well. Member checking was also used to help ensure validity and 

reliability (Peoples, 2020). I sent the interview transcript for each participant to the 

participant, asking them to review the transcript and verify the accuracy of the transcript. 

Member checking also helped to ensure credibility. By utilizing member checking, the 

participants were able to review the transcripts from their individual interviews and 

confirm the accuracy of the transcripts. 

Assumptions 

 One assumption of this hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative research 

study was that participants were honest and open about their lived experiences. 

Another assumption is that school principals with a school counseling background have 

the ability to be exemplary in their job performance. The third assumption is that the 

selected participants are truly exemplary. 

Ethical Considerations 

 I provided participants with various parts of the IRB associated with the study. I 
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ensured participant confidentiality and anonymity by assigning pseudonyms to each 

individual and omitting any information that could identify a participant. I valued their 

time by scheduling the interviews with participant schedules in mind. I reminded 

participants that they could terminate their participation at any time. I also reminded 

participants there is little risk in this research. 

Summary 

 With the growing need for exemplary school principals, school counselors can fill 

the gap in the school principal candidate pool. School counselors must adhere to a very 

similar set of rigorous standards that school principals must abide by. As such, school 

counselors have many qualities and characteristics that can serve the school principal 

position in a positive way.  

This research study sought to explore the lived experiences of school principals 

with a school counseling background. In particular, how these backgrounds influenced 

factors pertaining to: being purpose and focus oriented, enacting ethical and equitable 

responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and interacting with school 

community and stakeholders, creating and maintaining professional work relationships, 

and continuous improvement. 

Chapter 3 outlined the research design, data collection process, and data 

analysis. Validity, reliability, and credibility were discussed along with assumptions and 

ethical considerations.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 In chapter 1 of this dissertation, my reasons for researching the lived experiences 

of exemplary principals with school counseling backgrounds were presented. Chapter 2 

presents the literature related to the pathway of school principals, roles and 

characteristics of the principal and counselor, professional working relationships of a 

counselor and principal, a comparative analysis of the ASCA standards, PSELs, and 

Alabama Standards for School Leadership, and leadership skills of school counselors. A 

hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative study was designed and developed in 

Chapter 3 to investigate the lived experiences of principals with school counseling 

backgrounds.  

This portion, chapter 4, provides the findings of this study of the lived 

experiences of principals with school counseling backgrounds that were discovered 

through the use of the hermeneutic phenomenological research method. “Through 

participants’ vivid depictions of their experiences, phenomenological researchers 

construct a meaningful reality through data analysis” (Peoples, 2020, p. 5). The process 

of data collection, the method, participant information, and data analysis are thoroughly 

discussed in this chapter.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of exemplary 

school principals with school counseling backgrounds. In particular, how did these 

backgrounds influence factors pertaining to: being purpose and focus oriented, enacting 

ethical and equitable responsibility, acting as instructional leaders, collaborating and 

interacting with school community and stakeholders, creating and maintaining 
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professional work relationships, and interpreting data for continuous improvement. 

 Although there is little research related to school principals who were previously 

school counselors, there is undeniable evidence that school counselors and school 

principals share many of the same responsibilities and standards (ASCA, 2025a; 

Barkman, 2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Young & Bryan, 2015; 

Waalkes et al., 2018). The goal of this study was to add to the literature related to 

school principals with a school counseling background. The knowledge gained through 

this study will be beneficial in continuing to understand the lived experiences of these 

school principal professionals who hold a background in school counseling.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

 (1) What are the lived experiences of exemplary school principals with school 

counseling 

        backgrounds?  

 (2)  How do these school principals with a school counseling background relate 

to: 

  (a) being purpose and focus oriented  

  (b) enacting ethical and equitable responsibility 

  (c) acting as instructional leaders 

  (d) collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders 

  (e) creating and maintaining professional work relationships 

  (f) continuous improvement 

These are the six guiding principles from the conceptual framework used for this 
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research study. A thematic analysis was conducted with the American School 

Counseling Association standards, Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, 

and the Alabama Standards for School Leadership. The six guiding principles above 

were commonalities discovered amongst all three sets of standards.  

Data Collection 

 Heidegger’s hermeneutical phenomenological design was used to study the lived 

experiences of principals with a school counseling background. “Phenomenological 

research is strictly aimed at understanding experiences as lived” (Peoples, 2020, p. 3). 

This study design allowed the researcher to focus on and gain understanding of the 

lived experiences of school principals with a school counseling background. The 

researcher used a series of steps to arrive at the essence of understanding these lived 

experiences. The steps included interviewing participants followed by data transcription. 

Transcripts were analyzed, meaning units were identified, and themes were organized 

to form general narratives. Survey results were analyzed and coded in a similar manner. 

Interview and survey results were merged to form common themes throughout all 

participants, which described experiences and context of the experiences.  

 Purposive sampling, specifically expert sampling, was used to identify potential 

participants. This sampling method allows for participants to be identified and chosen 

based on knowledge and skills that are relevant to the research study (Bloomberg, 

2022). By utilizing expert sampling, potential candidates can be identified based on 

selective qualities and achievements that can help in contributing meaningful and 

valuable data to this research study of understanding the lived experiences of 

exemplary school principals with school counseling backgrounds. Expert sampling 
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allowed the research to identify and choose participants who qualified as exemplary 

participants.  

Method 

 I researched and read a significant amount of academic literature related to 

school principals and school counselors. A literature review was then written based 

upon the literature read. A conceptual framework was designed based off of a thorough 

analysis of the American School Counselor Association standards, Professional 

Standards for Educational Leaders, and Alabama Standards for School Leadership. 

Interview questions and a survey were written based on this analysis of standards.  

 An IRB was written, submitted and approved. All candidates were recruited via 

email. Once candidates gave consent to the researcher, an interview was scheduled. 

Interviews were conducted and recorded via the Zoom platform. A survey was sent out 

after each interview to the participant to collect demographic information and ask follow-

up questions. After transcribing interviews, recordings were destroyed to keep 

participant confidentiality. Meaning units and coding from the transcribed interviews 

were then determined. Themes were derived from these codes. This process is referred 

to as the hermeneutic circle. “When you analyze data, there is an understanding of the 

whole (the entire transcript) and analyzing the whole as you read it, and then there is an 

understanding of parts (codes and themes). As you are analyzing data, you break down 

information into parts and then synthesize, and you look at the whole again (the entire 

transcript). That is the new understanding. And then as you move through it again in 

analysis, the parts make sense of the whole and the whole makes sense of the parts, 
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and this hermeneutic circle continues until a new understanding emerges” (Peoples, 

2020, pp. 32-33).  

Participants 

Participant 1 (P1) 

Participant 1 is a Caucasian female who has over thirty years of experience in 

education. She taught Science and English courses at the high school level before 

shifting into a school counselor position. She spent twelve years as a school counselor 

and one year as an assistant principal followed by sixteen years as a school principal. 

After leaving the school principal position, P1 served as an interim superintendent 

where she helped build an entire school system from the ground up. She then served in 

the curriculum department at a central office for a school system before moving into her 

current position as an assistant professor at the collegiate level. P1 holds a bachelor’s 

degree in biology with a Minor in English, a master’s degree in Secondary Education, a 

master’s Certification in School Administration and School Counseling, and a Doctorate 

in Educational Leadership. P1 received a Principal of the Year Award and a Middle 

School Principal of the Year Award during her time as a school principal. Due to all of 

her accomplishments, P1 is considered an exemplary educator.  

Participant 2 (P2) 

Participant 2 is a Caucasian female with over twenty-five years of experience as 

an educator. With a master’s degree in social science, she taught at the high school 

level. After receiving her second master’s in counseling, she then moved into a high 

school counselor position for five years. Upon obtaining her leadership certification, she 

became a middle school principal for seven years. P2 currently serves as an academic 
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dean, and she has been in that role for over ten years. This participant received the 

faculty of the year award at her respective school while serving as the principal. She 

also began an initiative to help lower achieving students receive one on one help that is 

individualized for their needs. Even though she is not serving as a school principal, she 

continues to return to this school and support the initiative she began. Due to all of her 

accomplishments, P2 is considered an exemplary educator.  

Participant 3 (P3) 

Participant 3 is an African American female holding twenty years of experience in 

education. P3 obtained a bachelor’s degree in Secondary Education followed by 

obtaining a master’s degree in School Counseling. She taught English Language Arts 

for three years, served as a school counselor for seven years, then served as an 

assistant principal for four years. She has been at her current position as a school 

principal for six years. P3 holds an Instruction Leadership certification and a Doctor of 

Education degree in Educational Leadership. The majority of this participants' time in 

education has been spent at the middle school level. She was named a Counselor of 

the Year twice while serving as a counselor. P3 received an Educator of the Year award 

and Gold Medal Award for summer learning innovation while serving as a school 

principal. Her school was named both a State and National School of Character under 

her leadership due to her transformative initiatives that supported academic 

achievement, social-emotional development, and school performance improvement. 

Due to all of her accomplishments and accolades, P3 is considered an exemplary 

educator.  

Participant 4 (P4) 
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Participant 4 is a Caucasian female with thirty-three years of experience in 

education. She holds a bachelor’s degree in Emotionally Conflicted Education, a 

master’s degree in Learning Disabilities, a master’s degree in education and 

Instructional Leadership, and a certification in School Counseling. P4 has served at an 

intermediate school level for fourteen years as a special education teacher then school 

counselor. She then moved to an elementary school for five years where she was a 

school counselor. Beginning her role as an assistant principal, she then moved to the 

high school level for eight years. For six years, she has served as a school principal for 

a virtual public school serving students in grades K-12. Throughout her time in 

education, P4 grew a new school from 38 students to over 300 students and applied 

and received funding to officially become a school that is now Cognia accredited. Under 

her leadership and guidance, the school continues to grow and add opportunities for 

students to experience success. Academic achievement increased by 4.26% and 

chronic absenteeism by 1.88% during her time as a school principal. Due to all of her 

accomplishments, P4 is considered exemplary.  

Participant 5 (P5) 

Participant 5 taught kindergarten for three years and then became a middle and 

high school counselor for eighteen years. Her five years as a school principal has been 

spent at the middle and high school levels as well, with her first year being an interim 

principal position. Her twenty-six years of experience in education have contributed to 

improvement in ACAP scores. This is due to P5’s overarching guidance as a principal in 

leading initiatives to help students improve. This participant also received an award for 

her dedication to her school during her second year of principalship, as her school was 



 83 

the only school in the district to make AYP yearly. She also received the Most 

Distinguished Middle School Principal award and a recognition for the most ACAP 

growth. Participant 5 holds a bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education, a master’s 

degree in counseling, an Ed.S. in School Leadership, and a PhD in School 

Administration. Due to all of her accomplishments, P5 is considered exemplary.  

Table 2. Participants of the Study  

Participant Years in 
Education 

Degrees & 
Certifications 

Educational 
Roles 

Awards & 
Recognitions 

Why 
Considered 
Exemplary 

P1 30+ *B.S., Biology; 
Science Minor 
*M.Ed., Secondary 
Education 
*Master’s 
Certification, School 
Counseling 
*Master’s 
Certification, School 
Administration 
*Ed.D., Educational 
Leadership 

*Science and 
English teacher 
*Counselor  
*Assistant 
Principal 
*Principal 
*Interim 
Superintendent 
*Central Office 
Personnel 
*Assistant 
College 
Professor 

*School 
Principal of the 
Year 
 
*Middle School 
Principal of the 
Year 

Participant 1 
has broad 
leadership 
experience, 
has built 
school 
systems from 
the ground 
up, and has 
award 
winning 
principalships
.  

P2 25+ *B.S. Social 
Science 
*M.Ed. Social 
Science 
*M.Ed. School 
Counseling 
*Ed.S. Educational 
Leadership 

*Social 
Sciences 
teacher 
*Counselor 
*Counselor 
*Middle School 
Principal 
*Academic 
Dean 

*Faculty 
Member of the 
Year 

Participant 2 
started an 
initiative and 
created an 
academic 
support 
system for 
low achieving 
students, has 
broad 
leadership 
experience, 
and had an 
award 
winning 
principalship. 

P3 20  *B.S. Secondary 
Education 
*M.Ed. School 
Counseling 
*Instructional 

*ELA Teacher 
*Counselor 
*Assistant 
Principal 
*Principal 

*Counselor of 
the Year 
*Middle School 
Counselor of 
the Year 

Participant 3 
won 
numerous 
awards 
during her 
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Participant Years in 
Education 

Degrees & 
Certifications 

Educational 
Roles 

Awards & 
Recognitions 

Why 
Considered 
Exemplary 

Leadership 
Certificate 
*Ed.D. Educational 
Leadership 

*Educator of 
the Year  
*Gold Medal 
Award 
Recipient 
 
 

educational 
career along 
with starting 
transformativ
e initiatives 
and summer 
learning 
innovations 
during her 
time as a 
school 
principal that 
helped her 
school earn 
state and 
national 
recognition. 

P4 33 *B.S. Emotionally 
Conflicted 
Education 
*M.Ed. Learning 
Disabilities 
*School Counseling 
Certification 
*M.Ed. Education 
and Instructional 
Leadership 

*Special 
Education 
Teacher 
*School 
Counselor 
*Assistant 
Principal 
*Principal 

*Started a 
school and 
achieved 
Cognia 
accreditation 
for the 
institution  

Participant 4 
has a passion 
for students 
of all ages 
and has 
served in 
various roles 
to gain 
expansive 
leadership 
experience. 
P4 grew a 
school from 
38 students 
to over 300 in 
two years. P4 
continues to 
strengthen 
and grow the 
school with 
improved 
report card 
ratings each 
year.  

P5 26 *B.S. Elementary 
Education 
*M.Ed. School 
Counseling 
*Ed.S School 
Leadership 
*Ph.D. School 

*Elementary 
Education 
Teacher 
*School 
Counselor 
*Interim 
Principal 

*Most 
Distinguished 
Middle School 
Principal 
Award 
*Most ACAP 
Growth 

*Participant 5 
led initiatives 
that resulted 
in consistent 
AYP 
achievement
s and ACAP 
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Participant Years in 
Education 

Degrees & 
Certifications 

Educational 
Roles 

Awards & 
Recognitions 

Why 
Considered 
Exemplary 

Administration *Principal Recognition 
*Only school in 
district to make 
AYP yearly for 
two years 

growth. She 
also held an 
award 
winning 
principalship. 

This table provides demographic information about all six participants, such as years in education, 
degrees and certifications, educational roles, awards and recognitions, and why the participant is 
considered exemplary. 
 

Data Analysis 

 After data collection was completed, analysis began. “The qualitative analytic 

approach involves uncovering patterns or themes in the data, identifying any 

relationships among these patterns or themes, and then developing thick rich 

descriptions” (Bloomberg, 2023, p. 236). Once interviews and surveys were transcribed, 

the coding process began. Certain phrases were highlighted to identify any big ideas 

(Bloomberg, 2023). A journal was kept with notes and thoughts, indicating any repetition 

among the data. “Analytic memos are reflective notes that researchers write to 

themselves about what they are learning from their data” (Bloomberg, 2023, p. 328). 

Through the use of these memos - or journals - I was able to write observations down 

so that I did not have to fully rely on memory during further analysis and conclusion 

making (Bloomberg, 2023). Next, quotes from the transcripts were highlighted and set 

aside. Throughout the process, themes began to emerge. Triangulation was 

accomplished by using approved interview protocol, aligning the interview questions 

appropriately, and utilizing the peer review process to check emerging themes 

(Bloomberg, 2023). The key themes of the research questions are summarized below.  
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Research Question 1 

(1) What are the lived experiences of exemplary school principals with school 

counseling backgrounds?  

 Many commonalities were found in the data analysis of the five participants in 

this study. These commonalities were grouped and given a theme name. The theme 

was considered common if two or more participants mentioned it. A total of five themes 

surrounding this research question emerged from the data analysis. These themes were 

derived through the multiple coding sessions that occurred after the interview 

transcription process and survey data was gathered. Sticky notes, journaling, and 

member checking was used along with a peer review. Quotations from participants were 

highlighted along with key words and phrases to help in identifying themes.  

Theme 1: Relationships are at the heart of leadership 

The lived experiences of school principals with a school counseling background 

indicate that leadership is relational. All 5 participants discussed the importance of 

relationships. Relationships are at the heart of leadership for these individuals. 

Relationships were the most consistent theme throughout the interviews. “My 

background in counseling made relationships easiest” (P1). “Sit at lunch with teachers 

to talk to them” (P1). “Get to know all of those students. It helps when you have to have 

tough conversations with them” (P2). “Build good relationships with parents” (P3). “The 

teachers and I, we're partners in this work” (P3). “Kids want to build a relationship with 

you. Then, they tend to come back to you once they know they can trust you when they 

have an issue or need help with a problem” (P4). 
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By establishing positive relationships with students, parents, faculty, and staff, a 

school climate and school culture greatly benefits. “I think it's very important for people 

to feel supported. It makes your school a better place” (P2). “You can't have rigor and 

relevance, if you do not build a relationship” (P4). 

Positive relationships help build trust with the school community. Having the trust 

of a school community is highly important. “You have to win the trust of them. They 

have to develop a degree of trust that you are paying attention, trust that you 

understand their side of the story, trust that you're going to be organized about how you 

do things” (P2). Trust can be gained through communication as well as through showing 

up for your school community. “I think you should know how to relate to the kids. Have a 

conversation with them. Know the parents and how to de-escalate them if they're upset. 

Building trust with both students and parents” (P4).   “I've always believed in calling 

parents because I think the more you call them and the more you communicate with 

them, the better the relationship is and the more they trust you. You have a good 

rapport with your parents” (P5). Along with having the trust of a school community, you 

also have to choose to trust your faculty. “I always talk about the awesome village of 

teachers that we have. I trust them to deliver instruction to the students” (P3). “I count 

on my people” (P4). 

By attending extracurricular events to support students, you build rapport that 

helps with trust and establishing those positive relationships. “Strengthen those 

relationships by attending extracurricular activities and participating in fundraisers. Be 

present” (P1). “When you become an administrator, people want to see you. The kids 

want you at those things. And if you're going to be successful, you've got to attend 
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those functions” (P4).  “You're going to be everywhere. Football games, basketball 

games, city meetings, everywhere” (P5). 

Participants discussed the importance of expressing genuine care for the faculty, 

staff, students, and parents. “I don't want to just hear you. I want you to understand that 

I'm listening to you” (P3). Through care and engagement, participants felt the 

relationships were strengthened and solidified. “Care and engage. Make them feel 

special, because they are. That is important for success” (P4). “Give them an 

opportunity to explain, because a lot of times, something's going on somewhere else” 

(P4). “If I know that you have a family and children, I'm asking about them. If I care 

about you, then I care about them. Be genuine” (P5). 

Participants also discussed how active listening is a component of expressing 

care. Through active listening, people are empowered and feel as if they matter, 

because they do. “They need to feel like they have a voice and be included” (P1). “Be 

humble. Don't ever walk in a classroom like you know it all. Listen to what is being told 

to you” (P3). “Be an active listener. I don't want to just hear you. I want you to 

understand that I'm listening to you. If I ask you a question, I really do want to hear the 

answer” (P5). 

Theme 2: Leadership is student centered 

Every participant in this research study discussed the vitality of keeping students 

at the forefront of decision making. “Every decision - discipline to club offering to course 

offering - must be student focused which is part of the mission and vision” (P1). “We are 

not here to serve adults. The goal is to serve students. I frame decisions around 

students and services for them. How do we produce learners we say we will produce?” 
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(P1). Through framing decisions around what is best for students, participants indicated 

you are also keeping the mission and vision of the school at the core of your leadership. 

“I am continuing to keep the mission of the school at the forefront and stay focused on 

that. I constantly remind myself and others, if this doesn't align with our mission or what 

is best for our students, we aren’t doing it” (P2). “Ask yourself what is the mission of the 

school? What are the policies of the school? Then, you have to figure out how you're 

going to apply that in a way that is fair and equitable and supportive” (P2). “Build the 

foundation with students” (P3). Through establishing a solid foundation with students, a 

school leader can better focus on the school’s success.  

 Another aspect of keeping decisions student centered is always practicing 

equity and fairness. The conversations surrounding equity and fairness with participants 

during interviews were crucial to their leadership styles. “We have to protect all children. 

The falsely accused, did wrong, all areas. That is our responsibility” (P1). “Ethical is 

doing what is right regardless of race/gender/etc. Never mistreat a child because their 

identity is something outside of our own morals and values” (P1). “Whether you're 

dealing with adults or students, I've always put a priority on fairness and equity. Like if 

we're doing something for one student, then it needs to apply to everybody that's in that 

same boat. Understanding the importance of consistency” (P2). “Treat people with 

dignity, respect, and fairness. I don't think you benefit from just being viewed as 

somebody who's super harsh or unfair or who doesn't communicate a lot about 

situations that need to be rectified” (P3). “You just have to stick to policy. And then once 

you do that, you can lay your head down at night” (P3). “We're going to follow policy. I 

will tell you that the minute you veer from policy, you get yourself in trouble. Friend, no 
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friend, your kid. If you veer from policy, that's when you set yourself up for disaster. So 

follow policy” (P4). 

Theme 3: School counseling experience serves as great preparation for a school 

principal 

Throughout the interviews, participants consistently discussed how well their time 

as a school counselor helped prepare them for their school principal positions. “I think 

there's a lot of benefits of being a counselor before you go into administration” (P2). “I 

think that counseling was a really good stepping stone to administration” (P2). Key skills 

such as communication, conflict resolution, and active listening that were obtained 

through the counseling position were helpful along with gaining real world experiences. 

“When you're a counselor, you aren’t the disciplinarian, but you still know all the school 

rules, regulations, and procedures. Having a background at this school with the 

students, the faculty, and the school procedures and stuff made for an easier transition 

for me” (P2). “Moving into a school principal, all those things helped me to easily be 

able to have difficult conversations with parents, to easily make difficult decisions, to 

easily put my kids at the forefront, build relationships with parents, it was the smoothest 

transition for me. I tell everyone I credit it to being a school counselor” (P3). “Hands 

down, I think all principals should have some form of school counseling background” 

(P3).  “Being the counselor helped me, groomed me to be more understanding of 

situations” (P4). “Being a counselor helped build the foundation with students. As their 

principal, I could still discipline them, but they knew I was fair and treated everybody the 

same” (P4). Participants also said one of the harder transitions was the shift in a more 

complex role with more responsibilities. “You carry a lot of burdens as a counselor. The 
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experience helped me because you carry burdens as a principal on an even greater 

level” (P1). Participants discussed the shift in having to discipline students. “The hardest 

was not being so sympathetic, empathetic, because when you move into being an 

administrator, there's discipline there” (P5). “As a counselor, you have so much 

empathy for everybody and everything. So to somehow figure out how you can still have 

empathy and how you can still be respectful and how you can lay the groundwork 

during tough times was a learning curve for me” (P2). Learning things you did not 

already know was another transition that some participants said was not difficult but 

took some time to figure out. “For any job you walk into, you don't know what you don't 

know. Balancing learning because I was always in secondary, but my first admin job 

was elementary, like learning data and such that I had no clue about beforehand was 

tough at times” (P1). “I think the hardest part is to win the trust of the faculty. I think 

because I was a teacher in the past, I was really good with students. It's different when 

you are supervising adults. They have to develop a degree of trust that you are paying 

attention, trust that you understand their side of the story, and trust that you're going to 

be organized about how you do things” (P2). Participant 3 said “The shift in 

demographics going from one school to the next was difficult for me. I came from a 

huge melting pot where everyone accepted everyone. At my first school as a principal, 

they were all privileged compared to where I previously was. That was a big adjustment. 

I had to learn how to cope with a shift in perspectives and expectations” (P3). 
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Theme 4: Whole child education while viewing everything through a dual 

perspective lens is a critical component of a leader.  

Throughout interviews, the participants talked a great deal about ensuring 

students were being educated through the lens of the whole child. This includes 

mentally, socially, and academically. “From test scores and AP scores to school safety 

to physical safety and emotional safety, it’s all very important” (P1). “As a principal, 

you're basically responsible at some level for everything in your buildings, including the 

buildings. You have to look at facilities constantly. You have to look at safety and 

security constantly. You have to look at academics. You have to look at emotional 

support services” (P2). Participants discussed how important the mental health aspect 

of students can be. “You have to deal with students' mental health. That’s a priority. 

Students cannot learn to the best of their ability when their mental health is struggling” 

(P3). “Mental health and exercise. Two of the most important things in a school day” 

(P4). “I care about the students. I care about their mental well-being, their physical well-

being, their academic success. I care about every aspect of their life. They are just as 

important to me as my own kids” (P5).  

 Participants also discussed how important it was to have a dual view of 

everything so that the best decisions can be made. “You have to look at both sides of 

the story. You have to look at the student side, you have to look at the teacher side, and 

you have to kind of see where does all of that meet in terms of the mission of the 

school? What are we here to accomplish? How do we best accomplish that?” (P2). 

“Sometimes it is challenging to get the staff to see another side.” This statement was 
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said by P4 when talking about having to explain decisions that were made with the best 

interest of all in mind.   

Theme 5: Growth mindset is important as a school leader  

Interestingly, not one participant desired to go into school administration at the 

start of their educational career. They all chose to further their education after being 

influenced to move into an administrative position by one of their own administrators at 

the time of their counseling career. “Being a school principal was not on my to do list. I 

had multiple people encourage me to pursue that route” (P1). “Admin came to me and 

asked me if I was interested in administration. He really encouraged me and said, you 

know, the school really needs people like you. I think you'd be great at it” (P2). “Admin 

always said, you need to be an administrator. I fought it forever. I gave in and it was one 

of the best decisions I've made.” (P3). “I decided to go back and get my Instructional 

Leadership degree after people kept asking me if I ever wanted to be a school 

administrator. Thirty years ago, I never thought I would want to do this one day. Now, I 

wouldn’t trade it for anything” (P4). “My passion to serve students kept growing. After 

my school principal told me he thought I would be a great candidate for his position one 

day, I enrolled in a school leadership program” (P5). 

Participants often mentioned how much they continue to attend professional 

development opportunities and the importance of these opportunities. Through these 

opportunities such as conferences, webinars, classes, etc., participants discussed how 

they gain valuable knowledge on staying up to date with learning trends, supporting 

students and teachers, and learning innovative ways to help students find their success. 

“A critical piece to being a good leader is willingness to learn instructionally” (P1). “I 
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went to training with teachers. I went and learned with the faculty as an administrator. 

Teachers see you there as supporting the school and then applying what you learned. 

That is beneficial” (P1).  “I have learned more at conferences and through meeting 

people from other schools” (P4). “I like professional development. It has helped me a 

lot. Learning what I needed to learn, then bringing faculty and staff to get trained to see, 

because they already know what the mission and vision is, because I talk about it 

constantly.” (P5) 

Participants also talked considerably about the importance of being present in 

classrooms. “I was constantly in classrooms formally and informally. I loved to go in 

classrooms (especially when asked) to be a cheerleader and a support system. It is 

important to support your teachers” (P1). “I think it's very important for people to feel 

supported. It was very important for the teachers to feel supported, even if I did not want 

to 100% agree with everything they did all the time” (P2). 

Research Question 2 

(2)  How do these school principals with a school counseling background relate 

to: 

  (a) being purpose and focus oriented  

  (b) enacting ethical and equitable responsibility 

  (c) acting as instructional leaders,  

  (d) collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders 

  (e) creating and maintaining professional work relationships 

 (f) continuous improvement 
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(a) Being purpose and focus oriented.  

During interviews, participants were asked how they stay purpose and focus 

oriented. Responses stated that you have to keep the mission and vision of the school 

at the forefront of the decision making. A student first mentality is also important when it 

comes to being purpose and focus oriented. “Every decision from discipline to club 

offering to course offering must be student focused which is part of our mission and 

vision. We are not here to serve adults. Our goal is to serve students” (P1). “Once you 

become a school principal, you have to keep the mission of the school at the forefront 

and stay focused on that and not falling off task of doing something that does not align 

with our mission” (P2). “For me, I keep the mission at the forefront. I talk about it 

constantly. That way it is always on my mind and on the teachers’ and students’ minds” 

(P3). “It starts with me, but I have to be consistent with it. Even during a hard time, I 

have to keep what is best for the students in mind and what the goal of our mission is” 

(P3). “I make it very clear what my expectations are. I always make sure my 

expectations align with the mission and what is going to help our students succeed” 

(P4). “Your mission and your vision is always first. When you talk to parents and the 

community, your vision and your mission always have to be first. When you're talking 

with your faculty and your staff, your vision and your mission always have to be first. 

You have to let them know this is the road we're taking. Some people are not going to 

like that, but you've got to stay focused on it. Like this is what drives the school. That 

has always been my talk, whether I'm talking to whomever” (P5). 

(b) Enacting ethical and equitable responsibility  

Adhering to ethics and exhibiting equitable responsibility is a nonnegotiable for 



 96 

school principals who were previously school counselors. Participants discussed how it 

is the responsibility of the school principal to protect all children. Even when a student is 

in the wrong, they still have to be protected. When it comes to being ethical with the 

faculty and staff, staying professional is key to acting in an ethical way. “I have a priority 

on fairness and equity. If we're doing something for one student, then it needs to apply 

to everybody that's in that same boat” (P2). “You have to be consistent across the 

board. I make sure that things are clear” (P3). “For my faculty, when I'm in this building, 

I am the principal. We're partners in this work. I stay professional, and I expect the 

faculty to stay professional also” (P3). “Friend, no friend, your kid. If you veer from 

policy, you're going to set yourself up for disaster. Follow policy. Also, I tell parents, I'd 

rather make you upset on the front end than on the back end. I am going to stick to 

policy when it comes to the students, even when it makes parents upset” (P4). “I am 

going to be a professional regardless of who pushes me where” (P5). 

(c) Acting as instructional leaders.  

Participants act as instructional leaders by attending professional development 

and trainings. They then take the information learned back to the school setting. 

Participants also discussed how they have to be familiar with all of the curriculums 

being taught. Visiting classrooms and supporting teachers is another way that 

participants act as instructional leaders. “I went to training with teachers. I went and 

learned with the faculty as an administrator. I was also constantly being in classrooms 

formally and informally. I loved to go in classrooms, especially when asked, to be a 

cheerleader and a support” (P1). “I was very knowledgeable about the courses, the 

prerequisites, the pathways, the different pathways from students. This helped me 

http://work..in/
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support both the students and the teachers” (P2). “So one thing you have to do as an 

administrator is be okay with saying, I am not the expert. You are the expert, but I know 

best practices. I know student engagement. I know how all classes should start. I know 

how everyone should go through their learning targets. I know how everyone should 

have checks for understanding. All those teachers, they are the experts, but you know 

what should be happening. You know how to check for standards. So you can go and 

pull the standards that they should be teaching. You can match it to their lesson plans. 

There are easy ways for you to be an instructional leader. You need to make sure that 

they're doing the best things, that they're doing what they're supposed to do. They're on 

track. Their pacing is correct” (P3). “We all have strengths and weaknesses. I know 

what my weaknesses are, so I hire people around me that are good with that. I'm great 

at organization. I'm great at telling people what to do. I understand data, but I don't like 

pulling data and getting data. I can read the data, but I need you to gather the 

information and let's meet” (P4). “Professional development helped me a lot. My faculty 

and staff understood my mission and my vision and where I was trying to take the 

school. They knew where we're trying to go. I would go learn what I needed to learn, 

then bring it back to faculty and staff to get trained and implement” (P5). 

(d) Collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders. 

Participants spoke about attending extracurricular events at the school as a 

means of collaborating and interacting with their school community and stakeholders. 

They also talked about the importance of attending school board meetings, developing 

relationships with those at their central office, and getting to know those who hold 

government positions. Participants talked about communicating with parents and finding 
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ways for them to get involved at school as another way to help in collaboration and 

interaction. “I tried to make sure I found ways for parents to be involved” (P1). “I 

communicated with my parents. I told them what I needed and how they could help us” 

(P2). “We have an adopt a school partner. I utilize our partners to help any chance I get. 

… I leverage parent connections for resources when needed. Personally, I do not mind 

begging if it’s for something that will benefit our students and school” (P3). Participant 4 

discussed how important it is to show up for everything from extracurricular activities to 

school day events. They also talked about the importance of talking with the students 

and getting to know them. This participant also spoke about building a relationship with 

parents and outside organizations as a means of collaborating and interacting. “You're 

going to be everywhere. If they had city meetings, I would be there. Look, I would be in 

the grocery store talking to parents. It doesn't matter where you are. You're going to 

meet them where they are. I went to school board meetings. I met lots of people there. 

You need to know who your district leaders are, I know what our vision and our mission 

is and they know that I'm always talking that up. I talk about how we're going to move 

this middle school, how we're going to make this district great again. I also make sure 

that we were all a team because that's what it takes” (P5). 

(e) Creating and maintaining professional work relationships.  

To create and maintain professional working relationships, participants say they 

express genuine care. They talk to their faculty and staff. They invest in them by hosting 

luncheons and supporting them in the classroom. Participants also know the importance 

of professional boundaries when it comes to creating and maintaining professional work 

relationships. “You have to care and engage but maintain a professional distance. It’s 
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important to not get too close to one individual or to not show favoritism in any way” 

(P1). “I think it's very important for people to feel supported. It is very important for the 

teachers to feel supported, even if I did not want to 100% agree with everything they did 

all the time. I always found a way for them to feel like they're supported and to help 

them” (P2). “For me, I'm going to always do the right thing, even if it's not what 

everybody agrees with, even if it's not what I like in the moment, there are going to be 

times where you don't agree with what decision you had to make, but it was the right 

decision according to policy. I am going to stay professional. Always” (P3). “I have hard 

conversations with people. That's probably the hardest thing for a lot of people. Let 

people know your expectations from the beginning. Be honest and real with what is 

going on” (P4). “I am constantly walking around, talking to everyone at this school. If I 

ask you, hey, how are you doing? I really want to know how you're doing. Knowing that 

you have a family and children, I'm asking about them. Being genuine. It’s really 

important to care about the people at your school” (P5). 

(f) Continuous improvement.  

To focus on continuous improvement, participants utilize data analysis in all 

areas of a school. They try to see the big picture and keep the goal of moving students 

in mind when it comes to making decisions. One participant, P5, discussed how they 

put together a school improvement team that met often. This team analyzed data and 

came up with an improvement plan to implement within the school. “Data analysis is the 

first step. Look at test scores and AP scores. School safety is very important, from 

physical safety to emotional safety. Ask, can students approach teachers or participate 

in class? Listen to the faculty and the community. What are their concerns? Where do 
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they think improvement needs to occur” (P1). “You've got to look at a really big picture. 

Analyze a lot of data, ask where you want to be, what fulfills our mission?” (P2). “You 

have to know how the data comes out, how the report card is calculated. For us, there's 

always room for improvement. There is always room for growth. That is where we have 

to focus. How do we grow and what do we need to do to improve?” (P3). “We look at 

scores. You have to move every kid, whether they are the lowest, highest, or in the 

middle. You have to look at student weaknesses and ask what can we do to move them 

and help them improve. I expect my teachers to give a lot of input on ways we can 

improve and help move these students. The teachers know them the best. Their input is 

valuable” (P4). “Putting our school improvement plan together, we had a real team. 

Most of them would be like grade level chairs. They would go back and relay with their 

department. They got information and then we put it all together. We had a real plan 

and we put our plan on display so everyone knew what we would be doing” (P5). 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Summary of the Study 

 This hermeneutic phenological study examined the lived experiences of 

exemplary school principals with school counseling backgrounds. The research focused 

on the lived experiences of these school principals and how they relate to being 

purpose and focus oriented, enact ethical and equitable responsibilities, act as 

instructional leaders, collaborate and interact with the school community and 

stakeholders, create and maintain professional work relationships, and focus on 

continuous improvement. “Each participant’s experiences are translated through the 

researcher by comparison and contrast with the accounts of other participants 

discussing their experience of the same phenomenon” (Peoples, 2020, pp. 64-65).  

 The research suggests that the candidate pool for school principals is shrinking. 

With a recent change in an Alabama Administrative Code, school counselors are 

eligible to become school principals sooner than in previous years which could help in 

filling the shrinking candidate pool. This study investigated how school principals who 

were previously school counselors lead. After a comparative analysis of the ASCA 

Standards, PSELs, and Alabama Standards for School Leadership, six common themes 

among the standards emerged, becoming the conceptual framework of this research 

study. These six themes formed the original conceptual framework of this research 

study and are listed in the image below. This original conceptual framework was formed 

by the researcher. It is based on how the standards for both school counselors and 

school principals overlap and have many similarities. 
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Key findings of this study revealed five main themes that school principals with 

school counseling experience exhibit. These are: 

● Relationships are at the heart of leadership. 

● Leadership is student centered. 

● School counseling experience serves as great preparation for a school principal. 

● Whole child education while viewing everything through a dual perspective lens 

is a critical component of a leader. 

● Growth mindset is important as a school leader. 

After the research was complete and data was analyzed, the researcher revamped the 

image above. The five themes discovered coincide with the common guiding principles. 

Figure 2 below reflects this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Revised Conceptual Framework 
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Research Questions 

 The following research questions guided this study: 

 (1) What are the lived experiences of exemplary school principals with school 

counseling 

        backgrounds?  

 (2)  How do these school principals with a school counseling background relate 

to: 

  (a) being purpose and focus oriented  

  (b) enacting ethical and equitable responsibility 

  (c) acting as instructional leaders  

  (d) collaborating and interacting with school community and stakeholders 

  (e) creating and maintaining professional work relationships 

  (f) continuous improvement 

Review of Methodology 

 The researcher utilized the phenomenological qualitative research method for 

this study. This method was chosen so that the lived experiences of participants could 

be thoroughly explored. Five participants were interviewed using questions pertaining to 

the two research questions that were aligned with the study’s conceptual framework. 

Participants completed a short survey afterwards that collected demographic and follow 

up information. Interviews and surveys were transcribed and coded for meaning units. 

These meaning units led to the discovery of five common themes between each 

participant.  
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Limitations 

1. The study focuses only on school principals with a school counseling background 

in the state of Alabama.  

2. The overall sample size will be considered small. (4 - 6 participants reached 

saturation) 

3. Participation is voluntary.  

4. The researcher is a current school counselor.  

5. The researcher aspires to become a school principal in the future.  

Major Findings Related to Literature and Interpretations of Interviews and 

Surveys 

Participants reported that their easiest transitions as a school principal included 

communication with parents, having difficult conversations, and having a busy daily 

schedule. “Being a school counselor, you're thrown into the fire because you have to 

deal with very touchy situations and have hard conversations. You have to deal with 

students' mental health. You have to call parents. You do all the things. You have to 

deal with the community. You have to deal with resources. Moving into a school 

principal, all those things helped me to easily be able to have difficult conversations with 

parents, to easily make difficult decisions, to easily put my kids at the forefront, and to 

build relationships with parents. It was the smoothest transition for me” ( P2). “Speaking 

with parents, being liaison from school and central office, there are so many similarities 

with administration and counseling” (P5). 

Participants reported that their hardest transition as a school principal involved 

dealing with discipline. “As a counselor, you have so much empathy for everybody and 
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everything. So to somehow figure out how you can still have empathy and how you can 

still be respectful and how you can lay the groundwork during tough times was a hard 

transition for me” (P2). Counselors do not address any discipline issues, as that goes 

against the ethics of being a counselor (ASCA, 2025). Therefore, the field of discipline 

was relatively new and something school principals with school counseling experience 

found was one of the more difficult aspects of becoming a school principal. “The hardest 

transition was not being so sympathetic or empathetic, because when you move into 

being an administrator, there's discipline there” (P5). 

Theme 1: Relationships Are at the Heart of Leadership  

 Participants made it known that relationships were at the heart of their leadership 

styles. “When kids build a relationship with you, they tend to come back to you. They 

know they can trust you” (P4). This was an expected finding. Relationships with 

students, faculty and staff members, parents, and other school community members are 

important for school principals with school counseling experience. “Effective educational 

leaders engage families and the community in meaningful, reciprocal, and mutually 

beneficial ways to promote each student’s academic success and well-being” (NPBEA, 

2015, p. 16).  Through building and establishing these positive relationships, school 

stakeholders are able to collaborate effectively and make decisions that are properly 

aligned with a school’s mission and vision and will aid in a caring school community and 

student success (Atici, 2014; Ishimaru, 2019). 

Theme 2: Leadership Is Student Centered  

It is the responsibility of school principals to ensure that each and every student 

has an opportunity to learn in a safe environment that is conducive to success 
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(Barkman, 2015; Boulden & Schimmel, 2022; NPBEA, 2015; Young & Bryan, 2015; 

Waalkes et al., 2018). “I know that as the principal of the school, the decisions I make 

will impact my students. It’s priority to me that those decisions are ones that will directly 

help my students” (P3). Participants in this study consistently discussed the importance 

of keeping students at the center of every decision made. This was an expected finding.  

“Every decision - discipline to club offering to course offering - must be student 

focused which is part of the mission and vision” (P1). Keeping students at the forefront 

of every decision, school principals with previous school counseling experience ensure 

that all students have an environment where they can grow and learn. By developing, 

advocating, and enacting a school’s mission, vision, and core values, an effective 

school principal is actively working to help students achieve (NPBEA, 2015).  

Theme 3: School counseling experience serves as great preparation for a school 

principal. 

All five participants in this research study commented on how their position as a 

school counselor greatly prepared them for the role of a school principal. “It was the 

smoothest transition for me” (P3). This participant stated this as they were referencing 

already knowing how to communicate with parents, have flexibility in their daily plans, 

make tough decisions, and develop strong relationships within a school. “I knew all the 

school rules, regulations, and procedures. It was a very easy transition” (P2).  

There are many similarities in the role of a school counselor and school principal. 

The experience gained from being in a school counseling position greatly prepared the 

participants for a school principal position. The ASCA Standards state that a school 

counselor is a leader and leadership skills are a critical component of being a school 
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counselor (ASCA, 2025). Many of the skills developed throughout the school counseling 

experience were vital in helping these participants transition into the school principal 

role. These skills and the experience gained from being a school counselor greatly 

helped the participants prepare for the role of the school principal. 

Theme 4: Whole Child Education Viewed Through a Dual Perspective Lens  

Throughout interviews, the participants talked a great deal about ensuring 

students were being educated through the lens of the whole child. This includes seeing 

the student through mental, social, and academic lenses. “From test scores and AP 

scores to school safety to physical safety and emotional safety, it’s all very important” 

(P1). “As a principal, you're basically responsible at some level for everything in your 

buildings, including the buildings. You have to look at facilities constantly. You have to 

look at safety and security constantly. You have to look at academics. You have to look 

at emotional support services” (P2). Participants discussed how important the mental 

health aspect of students can be. “You have to deal with students' mental health. That’s 

a priority. Students cannot learn to the best of their ability when their mental health is 

struggling” (P3). “Mental health and exercise. Two of the most important things in a 

school day” (P4).  

Being able to see the full scope and aiming to view everything from a dual 

perspective lens is important when it comes to being an effective leader (Satyawati, 

2024). “You have to be able to get the people to see another side” (P4). Throughout the 

interviews, a consistent theme discussed was seeing both sides of the story and looking 

at multiple perspectives. “You have to look at both sides of the story. You have to look 

at the student side, you have to look at the teacher side, and you have to kind of see 
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where does all of that meet in terms of the mission of the school? What are we here to 

accomplish? How do we best accomplish that? It really gives you a much broader view 

of how things are working academically, how things are working with classroom 

management, how things are working with all sorts of aspects of the school” (P2).  

Being able to view dual perspectives while keeping the whole child in mind can 

help leaders in terms of making decisions that are equitable and aid in student success. 

This finding was common amongst all five participants in this research study. It is a key 

component of a school principal who has school counseling experience.  

Theme 5: School Leader Growth Mindset 

Growth mindset was a common topic of conversation amongst all five 

participants in this research study. A critical piece of school principals with previous 

school counseling experience is keeping improvement at the forefront every day. 

Participants discussed going to professional development often and bringing the 

information learned back to the teachers. “I like professional development. It has helped 

me a lot. Me learning what I needed to learn, then bringing faculty and staff to get 

trained” (P5). Participants discussed consistently analyzing data to see where 

improvements need to be made, whether it be in the classroom, in the bus line, or in 

terms of a student’s mental and emotional needs. School officials utilize data gathered 

from many areas to help in decision making (Boulden & Schimmel, 2022).“A critical 

piece to being a good leader is willingness to learn” (P1). “You have to know how the 

data comes out. You have to know how the report card is calculated. There's always 

room for improvement. We are not asking for a miracle. Be realistic but move kids at 

least one year from where they are” (P3). Participants also talked about how visiting 
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classrooms helped them not only show support for their teachers and students, but it 

also helped them in seeing where improvements needed to occur. When gathering 

data, participants said that a firsthand view helped them absorb the data and come up 

with a plan for growth in that particular area. 

Findings Related to the Research Problem 

 Chapter 1 discussed the research problem as a lowering candidate pool of 

school principals. This is due partially to more daily working demands, longer hours, and 

lower financial gains (Cieminski, 2018; Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020; Sabina 

& Colwell, 2018). The recent change in Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 was 

adjusted so that school counselors desiring a role as a school principal could achieve 

that in less time (ALSDE, 2025). According to the American School Counseling 

Association, school counselors are school leaders. They often have to exhibit many of 

the traits and qualities as that of a school principal in order to be an effective school 

counselor (ASCA, 2025a). Little research has been conducted on the lived experiences 

of school principals who have school counseling experience.  

 The findings of this study revealed that school principals with school counseling 

experience greatly believe in a relationship centered leadership style. Priority is placed 

on forming and maintaining positive relationships. They are also confident that 

leadership should be student centered. Focusing all decisions on what will help students 

achieve and find success while maintaining the school’s mission is a top priority of 

school principals with school counseling experience. The participants in this study 

indicated that their time as a school counselor greatly prepared them for their role as a 

school principal. It helped them in terms of placing priority on educating the whole child. 
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The participants in this study talked about the importance of ensuring not only academic 

success, but also of ensuring students were learning and growing socially and 

emotionally as well. Viewing everything from a dual perspective lens was another 

finding of this study. Being able to see the multiple perspectives aids in making solidified 

decisions that benefit students while staying aligned with a school's mission. Lastly, 

maintaining a growth mindset is important for school principals who were previously 

school counselors. Analyzing data and working to improve in all areas of a school are a 

priority of these school principals.  

Findings Related to the Practice of School Principals  

Throughout the interviews of this study, it was found that school principals with 

school counseling experience placed a priority on having positive relationships with 

those in the school community. In comparison, other literature surrounding school 

principals indicates that relationships are more of a strategy than the core of leadership 

styles (Chan et al., 2019; Reid, 2020; Schneider & Burton, 2005). 

Another priority discussed during the interviews of this research study was 

placing students at the forefront of decision making and leading with a student-centered 

mindset. Literature surrounding school principals indicates that leadership strategies 

and decision-making tactics are often more data centralized/instructional improvement 

focused (Barkman, 2015; Chan et al., 2019; Schneider & Burton, 2005). While 

participants in this study do maintain a growth mindset and find data analysis important, 

they continue to stay focused on making improvement decisions that are sure to help 

students succeed while fulfilling the mission of the school.   
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All five participants in this study indicated that their experience as a school 

counselor was excellent preparation for their positions as a school counselor. 

Participants contribute their success in the school principal position to tactics and skills 

solidified during their time in the school counseling experience. The literature 

surrounding school principals mainly discusses preparation programs and mentoring as 

well as experience as an assistant principal (Hayes & Burkett, 2021; Parfitt & Rose, 

2020; Parylo et al., 2013)  

Significance of the Study 

Research indicates there is a lack of qualified candidates for a school principal 

position. To aid in the lack of qualified candidates, administrators are utilizing 

succession planning to recruit and determine potential candidates (Cieminski, 2018; 

Farley-Ripple et al., 2012; Ritchie, 2020; Sabina & Colwell, 2018). The recent change in 

Alabama Administrative Code 290-3-3-.34 was adjusted so that school counselors 

desiring a role as a school principal could achieve that in less time (ALSDE, 2025). The 

similarities of both school principals’ and school counselors’ standards and job 

responsibilities indicate that school counselors can be viable candidates for becoming 

exemplary school principals.  

There is clear evidence that school principals should stay purpose and focus 

oriented, enact ethical and equitable responsibilities, act as instructional leaders, 

collaborate and interact with school community and stakeholders, create and maintain 

professional working relationships, and continuously strategize and implement ways for 

school improvement. There is little evidence, however, on how a school counseling 

background can impact these factors. Therefore, it is beneficial and meaningful to 
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understand these experiences. By doing so, more knowledge surrounding these 

influences is gained. Findings from this study may help in understanding these 

experiences so that more knowledge and information regarding school principals with a 

school counseling background can be conveyed. 

 This research supports school principals with school counseling experience. 

Through interviews conducted during this study, we have learned that school principals 

who were previously school counselors found the transition relatively easy due to the 

skills solidified while being a school counselor. These individuals placed a priority on 

developing the whole child and keeping decisions student centered to ensure that 

students can find success during their school years.  

Future research in the area of school principals with school counseling 

experience should continue to focus on their lived experiences. Valuable information 

can be gained through understanding how these individuals lead. Efforts should be 

made to continue to fill the gap on information related to school principals who were 

previously school counselors. Future research should also include expanding the 

research to include more participants, especially with participants holding no classroom 

teaching experience.  

Final Thoughts and Conclusions 

This study has articulated the positive effects having school counseling 

experience can have on school principals. While all participants in this study did not 

intend to become school principals when starting their educational journey, they were all 

influenced by a colleague or school administrator to pursue the school principal 

pathway. All participants undeniably said that their time as a school counselor greatly 
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benefited and helped them during their time as a school principal. This research 

supports the idea that school counselors have the ability to be exemplary school 

principals and can help in filling the shrinking candidate pool for the school principal 

position. 
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