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Building an Effective Principal-School 
Counselor Relationship:

COmmUNICATION
“ The most important thing 
in communication is to hear 
what isn’t being said.”

—	Peter	Drucker	

Ricardo Damian knew a good thing when he saw it. His new 
school had a very dynamic counselor who could really help with 
his goals for the school. Although he was new, he had spent 13 
years as a teacher and eight years in administration, and when 
he started his tenure as principal at Ernesto Serna School, the 
district’s director of guidance made sure that he understood the 
role of the counselors in the school. He also recognized a kindred 
spirit in the counselor, Tammi Mackeben. “I picked up that she 
was a hard worker,” says Ricardo, “that she really liked her job, 
and she was here to work with me. And that was the nice thing 
— she understood that I was here to work with her.” “You need 
to sit down with [the counselor],” he continues, “and get to know 
that person, even on a personal basis. That’s very important 
because we work so closely together.”

For her part, Tammi was not going to leave anything to 
chance; she wanted to make sure that the new principal realized 
how counselors could help throughout the school — especially 
with raising student achievement. “You know, you have to 
educate,” she says. “You can’t expect people to know what a 
counselor’s role is unless you tell them. And I think you have to 
know what [the principal’s] job is too and what they’re up against, 
to have a good relationship. It can’t always be about you.”

Trust between the two was established early when a student 
had an incident in the classroom. Ricardo called Tammi and 
asked how she thought it should be handled. “He asked me for 
my professional opinion,” she says. “He wanted input from me 
like a member of a team to decide something important. That was 
the first ‘aha!’ moment to me that this was going to be a real team 
effort.” And once they had made a decision, he followed through 
exactly the way he said he would.

Ricardo says, “Our day starts with her; I’m in my office, she’s 
walking by, and it’s like, okay, how about this? Frequently during 
the day, we’re both out there [in the school]. We don’t even have 
to wait until we’re back in the office to find a solution.” 

Adapted	from	Finding a Way
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Introduction
Communication (n): the exchange of information, thoughts or ideas by means of speech, 
writing or verbal and nonverbal signs.

The	tools	in	the	communication	section	are	designed	to:

•	 Come	to	a	mutual	understanding	of	what	constitutes	effective	communication;

•	 Assess	the	current	state	of	communication	between	the	principal	and	school	
counselor(s);

•	 Understand	communication	from	the	viewpoint	of	both	principal	and	school	counselor;	
and

•	 Develop	strategies	to	effectively	increase	the	level	of	communication	between	the	
principal	and	school	counselor.

Findings from the Research
School	counselors	and	principals	were	asked	to	rate	“the Importance and Presence of Open 
Communication that provides multiple opportunities for input to decision making.”

survey Results* Importance 
(1–5)

Present in my school 
(1–5)

Gap between presence and importance

Principals 4.52 4.15 .37

Counselors 4.64 3.58 1.06

Principals	and	school	counselors	both	felt	that	communication	was	one	of	the	biggest	issues:

•	 Principals	more	often	mentioned	the	quality	of	the	communication;	while	

•	 Counselors	more	often	mentioned	the	frequency	of	the	communication

Tools in this Section:
•	 2.0	Instructions	for	Self-Assessment

•	 2.1	Counselor	Self-Assessment

•	 2.2	Principal	Self-Assessment

•	 2.3	Principal-School	Counselor	Scenarios

•	 2.4	Create	Your	Own	Scenario

*		Survey	results	are	based	on	a	sampling	of	more	than	2,300	counselors	and	principals	throughout	the	U.S.	
Participants	were	asked	to	rate	a	number	of	characteristics	on	a	scale	of	1–5,	with	1	meaning	not	important	and	5	
extremely	important.	Next,	the	participants	were	asked	to	rate	whether	these	characteristics	were	present	in	their	
current	school,	with	1	meaning	not	present	and	5	extremely	present.	The	next	column	shows	the	gap	between	what	
the	survey	participants	felt	was	important	and	its	presence	in	their	school.
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2.0 Instructions for Self-Assessment
Goal
These	tools	—	one	for	school	counselors	and	one	for	principals	—	are	designed	to	allow	
each	individual	to	determine	their	own	levels	of	communication	and	determine	whether	any	
modifications	are	desirable.	It	is	not	recommended	that	these	worksheets	be	shared,	in	order	
to	allow	for	an	open	and	honest	self-assessment.

Time:	5–10	minutes	to	fill	out	grid;	15–20	minutes	to	answer	questions;	discussion	time:	open.

Instructions
1.	 Fill	in	the	boxes	on	the	first	page,	paying	careful	attention	to	the	wording	of	the	

questions.	Be	as	honest	with	yourself	as	possible,	since	the	goal	is	improvement.

2.	 Analyze	your	results	and	answer	the	two	individual	questions	on	the	second	page.

3.	 Use	the	results	of	your	self-assessments	to	guide	a	discussion	between	principals	
and	counselors	about	each	of	your	perspectives.	If	possible,	this	discussion	should	be	
moderated,	perhaps	by	a	district	official	or	outside	facilitator.

4.	 Consider	having	the	school	counselors	and	principals	meet	separately	to	go	over	their	
assessments,	focusing	on	whether	you	see	the	issues	the	same	way	as	a	group.
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2.1 Counselor Self-Assessment
Aspects of Effective Communication —	In	order	to	adequately	engage	in	effective	
communication,	the	principal	and	counselor	need	to	establish	and	agree	upon	a	goal	for	their	
conversation(s).	The	exchange	should	be	collaborative,	respected	and	appreciated	for	reaching	
the	ultimate	level	of	effectiveness.	Assess	your	communication	effectiveness.	You	may	see	
your	style	of	communication	differently	from	the	way	your	principal	views	it.

aspects of effective Communication

never 
1

seldom 
2

sometimes 
3

Usually 
4

always 
5

Formulating a consensus
I am able to merge diverse perspectives to come 
up with a common goal.

Sharing diverse perspectives
I can appreciate divergent thinking to reach 
goals.

Flexibility in communication styles
I am aware of the informal/formal 
communication in the context and situation for 
best outcomes.

Listening
I am willing to hear and appreciate diverse and 
similar perspectives.

Professional Engagement
I am willing to participate in shared 
communication.

Establishing Commonality
I can create alignment in the vision/mission of 
the school and school counseling program.

After	you	have	completed	your	self-assessment,	the	questions	below	are	to	help	you	develop	
a	better	and	more	effective	counselor-principal	relationship.	Share	your	self-assessment	with	
your	principal,	and	complete	the	questions	below.	Each	section	has	an	individual	focus	that	you	
complete	as	the	counselor	and	a	collaborative	focus	section	that	you	complete	in	collaboration	
with	your	principal.
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Individual Questions
1.	 What	aspects	of	my	communication	enhance	and/or	hinder	the	establishment	of	a	

strong	principal-counselor	relationship?

2.	 What	would	I	do	the	same	and/or	differently	to	improve	the	aspects	of	my	
communication	continuum?

Collaborative Discussion Questions
1.	 Do	the	school	counselors	and	the	principal(s)	see	the	various	aspects	of	their	

communications	the	same	way?	Explain.

2.	 How	could	we	establish	a	stronger	and	more	engaging	principal-counselor	
relationship?	Do	we	need	more	communication?	Less?	More	focused	conversations?	
Should	we	schedule	regular	times	to	speak,	even	if	only	for	a	few	minutes?
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2.2 Principal Self-Assessment
Aspects of Effective Communication	—	In	order	to	adequately	engage	in	effective	
communication,	the	principal	and	counselor	need	to	establish	and	agree	upon	a	goal	for	
their	conversation(s).	The	exchange	should	be	collaborative,	respected	and	appreciated	for	
reaching	the	ultimate	level	of	effectiveness.	Complete	the	self-assessment	and	reflect	on	the	
interactions	you	have	with	your	counselor	or	counseling	department.

aspects of effective Communication

never 
1

seldom 
2

sometimes 
3

Usually 
4

always 
5

Formulating a consensus
I am able to merge diverse perspectives to come 
up with a common goal.

Sharing diverse perspectives
I can appreciate divergent thinking to reach 
goals.

Flexibility in communication styles
I am aware of the informal/formal 
communication in the context and situation for 
best outcomes.

Listening
I am willing to hear and appreciate diverse and 
similar perspectives.

Professional Engagement
I am willing to participate in shared 
communication.

Establishing Commonality
I can create alignment in the vision/mission of 
the school and school counseling program.

After	you	have	completed	your	self-assessment,	the	questions	below	are	to	help	you	develop	
a	better	and	more	effective	principal-counselor	relationship.	Share	your	self-assessment	with	
your	counselor	and	complete	the	questions	below.	The	sections	below	have	an	individual	
focus	that	you	complete	as	the	principal	and	a	collaborative	focus	section	that	you	complete	in	
collaboration	with	your	counselor.
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Individual Questions:
1.	 What	aspects	of	my	communication	enhance	and/or	hinder	the	establishment	of	a	

strong	principal-counselor	relationship?

2.	 What	would	I	do	the	same	and/or	differently	to	improve	the	aspects	of	my	
communication	continuum?

3.	 How	does	your	self-assessment	link	to	your	leadership	style?

Collaborative Questions:
1.	 Is	the	way	I	see	“myself,”	the	principal,	the	way	“you,”	the	counselor,	see	my	aspects	

of	communication?	Explain.

2.	 How	could	we	establish	a	stronger	and	more	engaging	principal-counselor	
relationship?
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2.3 Principal-School Counselor Scenarios
Instructions

1.	 Now	that	you	have	analyzed	your	communication	practices,	try	brainstorming	how	
effective	communication	can	help	you	resolve	a	pressing	issue	at	your	school.	
A	sample,	based	on	a	situation	at	a	real	school,	has	been	provided,	along	with	
discussion	questions.	Following	the	example,	think	of	a	situation	that	you	can	work	
on	collaboratively,	using	the	questions	provided	as	well	as	others	that	pertain	to	the	
situation.

2.	 As	situations	arise	—	especially	ones	that	you	are	having	difficulty	solving	—	use	this	
method	to	analyze,	discuss	and	create	solutions.

3.	 We	recommend	that	you	use	an	outside	facilitator	for	the	first	discussion.	After	that,	
select	a	school	counselor	or	principal	to	act	as	facilitator,	preferably	on	a	rotating	basis.	

Time:	1–2	hours	for	discussion.	

Sample Scenario

the situation

It is the first week of second semester of the school year, 
and the principal has held one meeting with the counseling 
department. That meeting was about the opening of school 
processes and how to handle schedule changes.

The principal is a hands-on manager who holds frequent 
meetings with his administrative staff but calls additional 
staff/department meetings on an “as needs basis.” The 
administrative meetings are scheduled for every Monday 
morning before students arrive and are seldom cancelled. 

The counselors view this as a direct slighting of them as 
professionals and discounting of their contributions to the 
school because the monthly scheduled meetings that were 
set up for their meetings with the principal are almost always 
cancelled. 
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Discussion Questions

How would you characterize this relationship?

What would be the indicators that solution finding is 
characterized by open communication, opportunities for both 
parties to have input, and that the goal was making student 
benefits the primary goal?

What critical student and community information must 
be addressed in reaching an educationally just and sound 
solution?

What information do the counselors need to share with the 
principal in order to improve communication?

What does the principal need the counselors to understand 
about her or his time limitations/priorities?
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2.4 Create Your Own Scenario

the situation in our school

Discussion Questions

How would you characterize this relationship?

What would be the indicators that solution finding is 
characterized by open communication, opportunities for both 
parties to have input, and that the goal was making student 
benefits the primary goal?

What critical student and community information must 
be addressed in reaching an educationally just and sound 
solution?

What information do the counselors need to share with the 
principal in order to improve communication?

What does the principal need the counselors to understand 
about her or his time limitations/priorities?




