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Diane Powell’s job was very different in 
1974, her first year as a guidance counselor 
for Greenville County schools.

She sat with students, talked to them about 
their problems in school and at home. She 
helped them think about their future. No 
computers were in sight, and standardized 
tests were a rare inconvenience.

Today, the captain of Greer High’s quartet 
of guidance counselors spends weeks 
at a time planning and proctoring tests, 
scheduling makeup tests, writing reports 
about tests and then planning the next 
round of tests – exit exams, career planning 
exams, PSATs, SATs and ACTs. 

When she’s not looking at tests this year, 
helping the principal with class-schedule 
conflicts or tackling the occasional 
student emotional meltdown, she plans to 
power through a series of state-mandated 
meetings with every 9th and 10th grader 
and his or her parents – another scheduling 
nightmare.

She said she loves her job, but it’s not 
what she had in mind when she got her 
master’s degree in counseling.

“I was thinking more in terms of personal 
counseling,” Powell said. “There are a lot of 
state-mandated tests, though, and there 
isn’t anyone else in the school to do it. 
Teachers are teaching. Administrators are 
doing discipline.”

In keeping with state law, Greenville 
County schools maintain a minimum 
student-counselor ratio of 300 to one. 
A school of 1,000 to 1,249 students is 
allocated three counselors and a part-time 
career development facilitator.

The dearth of counselors – especially for 
students most in need – is where graduation 
coaches come in. 

Three years ago, the nonprofit Graduate 
Greenville initiative pulled together private 

funding to create such a position at Berea 
High School, which had one of the lowest 
graduation rates in the county. The sole job 
of the coach was to guide promising students 
most at risk of dropping out because of 
personal or academic challenges.

Berea’s graduation rate went from 63.9 
percent in 2006, according to the annual 
South Carolina Report Card, to 73.5 
percent in 2008.

Going into the 2009-2010 school year, 
the program has expanded to four more 
high schools – Greenville, Travelers Rest, 
Southside and Greer. These coaches take 
up to 100 students and do what counselors 
used to have more time to do: listen, guide 
and follow up.

“It’s impossible no matter how good a 
counselor you are to reach 300 kids,” said 
Karla Birkel, Greer High’s graduation coach. 
“My only job is to see how my kids are 
doing. It’s a shame because I have friends 
who went to grad school – you have to have 
a master’s degree. They learned how to be a 
counselor, how to listen and problem solve, 
and they don’t do that.”

Birkel said cutbacks have meant fewer and 
fewer adults present in schools. Students 
often feel they can’t confide in a teacher or 

a parent, and guidance counselors tend to 
have time only for crises.

“What do my students talk about?” Birkel 
said. “The biggest topic is school drama. He 
said, she said, this is going to happen, so 
and so likes my boyfriend. It’s the stuff a lot 
of adults when they first hear it say it’s silly 
and ridiculous. They have real problems like 
mortgages and car payments, whatever, so 
being sad about a boyfriend doesn’t matter.

“But this is their life.”
Birkel said she is amazed at the 

perseverance of her students.
“A student comes to school and smells 

bad, but he doesn’t have running water,” she 
said. “Still, he sets an alarm clock, gets up 
and manages to walk to the bus stop without 
any help because mom was working second 
shift. I hear stories like that.”

South Carolina students are only counted 
as graduates if they finish high school in 
four years, so Birkel works with kids who 
may be behind to catch up on courses.

“Everybody could benefit from a 
graduation or life coach,” Birkel said. “We 
are trying to reach kids that will benefit 
most.”
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Greer High School guidance counselors Diane Powell, left, and Valarie Gregory go 
over a student's transcript at the school.

Success in school hangs on advice


