ARRA Success Story: Counselors in Fairfax County, VA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDjlB9l8O7Y
I absolutely love my job.  Yes.  It keeps me on my toes.  Everyday is completely different from the last and, every day, something fabulous happens.  My name is Sue Synan.  I'm a school counselor at Mt. Vernon High School.  When they come in here as ninth graders, they're small in size and they're kind of immature as ninth graders.  And then they just grow and they become these adults and it's just wonderful to see them mature.  Let's get a little note here.  So, I know you made a big jump with your GPA that year.  

Yeah.  

And what was it that made that happened?

Well, I decided I actually want to go to college.  

So, I'm glad you kicked that into high gear.  That's good.  

Yeah.  

That makes a nice recommendation when I can say that, you know…  Yeah, I can see myself being a counselor for a very long time.  The successes that they have and the little victories that they share with you just rejuvenate you and let you keep going and doing this job, so I love it.  

My name is Jon-Paul Sousa.  I'm a school counselor here at Chantilly High School.  My favorite part is the relationships that you build.  You get to know a lot of different people from a lot of different backgrounds with lots of different viewpoints of the world and you kind of get to meet them and work with them and just try to come up with, you know, a common goal and to set goals for students and to see them achieve those things.  That's wonderful.
How many of you guys have a conference tomorrow?  Okay.  Got it.  Most of you are.  As you soon as you get here in the morning...

My name is Jill Wilson and I am high school counselor at Fairfax High School.  The most inspiring part of my job is seeing my kids in the halls and passing them and having them say, "Hey, Ms. Wilson, how are you doing?"  It's a really great relationship.  I have kids that thank me or that will come back and tell me how they're doing.  And I really don't need the thanks.  I just want to know that they're happy in what they're doing and they're pursuing what, you know, what their goals for themselves are and, you know, that their high school experience was as good as it could have been.  

I think a lot of people don't realize exactly how important school counselors are to the make up of a school.  

In addition to kind of supporting them academically, I definitely feel my role is to support them as a person as they're growing.  

Going to school every day is tough and, you know, the relationships and the social side of being a teenager is very difficult.
Especially these days with the economic issues, there are a lot of things that are weighing heavily on the students' minds and they just need to unload them somewhere.  

So, they need someone that can really advocate for them and look out for them and, you know, even just check in and make sure they're doing okay.  

I think sometimes people think that we can be superman.  As counselors, you know, we're dealing with lots of different issues, lots of different things all at the same time.  So, yeah, sometimes, we feel like we have to put on the cape and, you know, go for it, you know.  

Every once awhile I get a note from a student saying thank you for what you've done.  I got one just this morning.  I was so happy to see that.  You know, it's just the little things that make it feel, yes, I am accomplishing something here.   
This was a climate were our property taxes had plunged, state--a real estate tax, everything meant our revenues for education had declined.  So we were facing serious layoffs across the county.

There were 58 counselors who were at risk of possibly their positions being eliminated.

It was definitely a frightening position to be in, being right out of graduate school and, you know, anxious to get in there.  I was also very concerned about leaving my students so soon after I just met them because it would be a very hard situation for me to have to walk away without really being able to let them know why and what was going on.

To be cut in a time of budgetary crisis is really just very detrimental to the students because they’ll lose that sounding board, they’ll lose that resource, they’ll lose the advocate that the school counselor is for their success.  And who do they turn to then?  The teachers are overloaded, the administrators are overloaded; they need someone who is specialized in that area.

You know, it’s eight months ago now that the president signed the Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  Every dollar being spent in the Recovery Act is helping put someone back to work.  Approximately, 325,000 education workers are in the classroom today ensuring that we once again could lead the world education and not leaving our kids come up even shorter than they have been as a consequence of this Recovery Act.

When I was notified that there was a possibility that the stimulus funding could be used to restore school counseling positions, my primary reaction was that of, it was an affirmation of the role of the school counseling in closing the achievement gap.

We knew that counselors were vital.  Principals said to me over and over, cut everything but don't cut these positions because they’re so vital.

We're very unfortunate that the county was looking at saving some of the counselors with those funding and really seeing the value of what school counselors do.

If we hadn’t got the money through that project, one of the positions at Mt. Vernon High School, mine, would have been eliminated.  That would mean that there’s only six counselors for our 1,800 students.  That would mean that each counselor has to deal with roughly 300 students each.  And we’re already, you know, working at capacity to try to help these students.

The government is working for us, you know, that they do honestly understand what we do everyday, and that it does benefit children and it's part of the learning process and if we’ll take that away, well, some kids might slip through the cracks.  Twenty years from now, these kids that are graduating, they’re going to be our leaders.  And so, it’s extremely important that we’re doing everything now to teach these kids, you know, the best that we can.
