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Our Purpose 

Our purpose is to address the loss of social-emotional development due to the Covid-19 

pandemic and lockdowns. We feel that in order to meet the needs of the students and attempt to 

regain some of the loss in social-emotional development in the past two years, we need to tackle 

it at all angles and not just by implementing a single program or addressing one facet. To 

effectively recoup the loss we feel that there is a need to increase the number of school 

counselors at each school site in the Fairfax School District to better align with the ASCA 

Standards, bring back a SARB, implement the WhyTry program, and add a restorative justice 

consultant at the junior high. The hiring of these individuals and addition of the WhyTry 

program will enable the district to hone in on issues surrounding social emotional learning, 

academics, behavior, and attendance as well as clarify the role of the school counselors.  

School Background 

The Fairfax School District, located in the Southeastern region of Bakersfield, has a 

student population of 36% English Learners, with 91.1% classified as Socio-Economically 

Disadvantaged (Fairfax Elementary School District, n.d). The district serves a diverse group of 

students with 95% of the students designated as EL students speaking Spanish. Additional 

languages include Arabic, Punjabi, Hungarian, and Vietnamese. The student population is made 

up of many ethnicities with the majority of our students, 89.2%, identifying as Hispanic Latino; 

the remaining percentages are 4.3% White, 1.6% Asian, and 2.8% African American. The 

developing community is surrounded by agriculture, existing homes, mobile home parks, new 

housing, and apartment developments. Many of the students and families are isolated from free 

public libraries, parks, and recreation facilities due to distance and economic circumstances. The 

district serves approximately 2,703 students at four school sites, which includes three elementary 
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schools and one junior high school. Enrollment for each grade level averages 300 students, with 

the highest enrollment in the 5th grade at 340 students. A Moderate/Severe Special Education 

Program is available to students TK through 8th grade. The district has established a Parent 

Education Resource Center (PERC) to provide parent education, direct support, and coordinate 

community referrals for families in need. The Fairfax School District is committed to providing 

all students with the necessary resources to increase student achievement. 

 Currently the Fairfax School District has one Principal at each of the four sites. There is a 

Vice Principal at the junior high school only. Each of the four sites also has one school counselor 

and one academic teacher on special assignment, TOSA, who specifically works with EL 

students. Each site has hired an additional TOSA to focus on students with math deficiencies, but 

the position is not set to begin at the sites until the academic year 2022-2023. The district has a 

School Psychologist team that is housed at one of the elementary schools and serves the entire 

district of over 2,700 students. There is one School Psychologist and three interns. There is also a 

newly appointed District Coordinator of Student Support.  

 The Fairfax School District has not adopted an official Comprehensive Counseling plan 

at any of the school sites, however does “aim to support all students in terms of maximizing 

opportunities for academic achievement, ensuring mental health, reinforcing healthy emotional 

choices and advocating for students in general” (ABA Degree Programs, 2021). Many of the 

duties of the site school counselors do not fall under a comprehensive plan and they are viewed 

by staff and students as part of the administration team. This has been a concern for a few of the 

counselors in the district as they have had to clarify their role to teachers, students, and parents. 

The American School Association has created the ASCA model that identifies four elements of 

focus for school counselors; Management Systems, Delivery Systems, Accountability, and 
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Foundations. The Fairfax School District does not strictly abide by this model. Principals at the 

site do student scheduling and systems support. School counselors are not generally on the 

school site council. Most management systems are handled by the site Principal and dictated 

down the chain. Attendance, tardiness, and truancy home visits are typically handled by the 

Director of Student Support. Responsive services, a part of Delivery Systems, are not consistent 

throughout the district. At the Junior High, the school counselor is the lead facilitator of Student 

Support Team meetings while the role has been delegated to the academic TOSA at the three 

elementary sites. The Fairfax School District used to just have one school counselor for the entire 

district, and an uncertificated student support specialist at just the junior high. Five years ago, the 

District moved to employ a certificated counselor, one who holds a teaching credential, Master’s 

and PPS certificate, at each of the 4 sites. Currently, the role of the school counselor at each of 

the four sites is not defined nor specific and varies by need.  

Needs Assessment 

 There is a need in the Fairfax School District to increase the number of school counselors 

at each school site, re-establish the SARB, and hire a Restorative Justice Coordinator at the 

junior high. The needs analysis for the Fairfax School District revealed that the teachers, 

students, administrators, and parents all believe that acts of intolerance have increased this 

school year and attendance is at an all time low with little to no student or parent accountability. 

In our needs analysis, we collected qualitative data and quantitative data through focus groups, 

surveys, interviews, data from The California Department of Education, data from Kern Kids 

Dashboard, and the use of prior research data.  The focus group of stakeholders was made up of 

teachers, administrators, parents, special education teachers, and students.  Results from the 

students surveyed showed students felt as though they were not accepted by their peers, students 
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often did not want to come to school or did not come to school for fear of bullying, and that self-

esteem was at an all time low. This has caused the school staff to use much of their time 

reteaching social skills, performing conflict mediations, and even suspending students from 

school due to bullying and other acts of intolerance. A significant drop in attendance has 

undoubtedly had a profound impact on students’ academic performance and the school climate.  

The implementation of a social-emotional and self-advocacy education program is 

necessary at this time because of the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on students and 

schools across the county. During the height of the COVID-19 Pandemic, schools were ordered 

to shut down placing students in a distance learning model where they had to leave everything 

they are accustomed to including, friends and socialization. A year and a half later, after learning 

through a computer alone in their homes became the “new normal”, students were thrust back 

into a regular school environment. The absence of social interaction caused the students to forget 

how to socialize appropriately with one another. This has had a direct negative effect on the 

school climate and students seem to no longer have the proper social-emotional skills or 

tolerance for one another. The additional counselor would allow for more time and collaboration 

on an effective district-wide social-emotional program and hone in on the students’ varied needs. 

Past suspension numbers from previous school years also indicated a possibility of 

increased bullying and bias which is linked to intolerance. We expect the number of suspensions 

to rise again for the current school year of 2021-2022. The percentage of students being 

suspended for acts of intolerance such as bullying and fighting has dramatically increased from 

2017-2018 to 2019-2020. In 2017-2018, 69% (+/- 2%) of the students were suspended for acts of 

intolerance. This number rose to 80% in the year 2018-2019 and 88% in the year 2019-2020 

(Kern Kids Dashboard). Additionally, to be successful, students need to be in school. School 
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needs to be a safe place for all students. The rise in suspensions is alarming, but the rise in 

chronic absenteeism is even more alarming.  

The addition of a second counselor at each school site, bringing back the SARB, and 

adding a Restorative Justice Coordinator would allow more time for making sure students are 

attending school. This would also allow for there to be consequences for chronic absenteeism 

and would inform the parents and community that school is still a priority and it is safe to attend.  

Currently, there is little to no time for one counselor at each site to cover the social-emotional 

needs of the students and make home visits to homes with chronically absent students. School 

used to be seen as the safe place for students and was seen as important by parents, community, 

and students. After being at home due to the pandemic, students became accustomed to 

disengaging and there was little accountability. Teachers did not know how to get kids to want to 

engage and parents were exhausted from trying to juggle working and keeping their children 

invested in school. At the junior high, over half of the student population is already characterized 

as Trending Chronic, Nearly Chronic, and Chronically Absent. According to the Kern Kids 

Dashboard, which provides essential data from school districts across Kern County using the 

schools data input system such as Aeries, 32% of students at the junior high are chronically 

absent, 14% are nearly chronic, and 14% are trending chronic as of January 2022. 

During a recent school counselors staff meeting, the newly appointed District 

Coordinator of Student Support Services identified attendance as the top priority for the current 

school year, with the goal of a ninety-six percent attendance rate. This is equivalent to a student 

being absent once every 25 school days. This seems to put other services the school counselors 

provide in the rearview, as it can overlook the individual needs of each school as related to its 
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comprehensive school counseling program.  It can be argued that without attendance, a student’s 

social/emotional or academic needs cannot be fulfilled.  

Recommendations 

 Clarify the role. The most important recommendation is to fully clarify the role of the 

school counselor on each level and more closely align the programs to the ASCA national 

standards. Thompson (2012), defines the role of a professional school counselor as “a more 

therapeutic role and an integral part of school to improve efforts to close the achievement gaps 

and make all students succeed”. Programs will not be valued among stakeholders “unless 

professional school counselors collectively embrace CGCP (Comprehensive Guidance and 

Counseling Program) and the ASCA National Model” (Thompson, 2012). If not, the school 

counselor is perceived as someone who simply engages in administrative or clerical tasks. 

Professional school counselors can accomplish aligning more closely with ASCA National 

Model and clarifying roles by conducting a day long meeting prior to the onset of the school year 

and monthly meetings throughout the school year. The Coordinator of Student Support Services 

could meet with site administrators to reiterate these roles, while also presenting information 

from the Needs Assessment. 

Reduce the student to counselor ratio. It is common knowledge within the profession 

that the student to counselor ratio as prescribed by ASCA is 250:1. The national ratio in 2012 

was closer to 475:1 with the ratio in California much higher, ranging between 700 to 800 

depending on the source.  In Fairfax School District the ratio is approximately 600:1. By 

bringing in another counselor at each site, this would bring the ratio closer to the ASCA 

standards. Not only would it reduce the number of students for each counselor, but it would give 

them more opportunity to implement proactive programs to better serve students before a crisis.  
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Implementation of a WhyTry. WhyTry is a Social and Emotional curriculum that has 

been taught in school for over 20 years . The program helps students answer the question of, 

“why try?” or “why should I put effort into life, school, or work?” The strengths-based approach 

the program uses can help students look at their challenges in a different way. The program 

teaches critical life skills to youth in a way the student can easily understand and will remember 

as they move towards adulthood. “WhyTry is based on sound empirical principles, including 

solution-focused brief therapy, social and emotional intelligence, and multisensory learning” 

(WhyTry, 2019). The curriculum effectively incorporates different aspects of education. These 

aspects include alternative education programs, leadership classes, credit recovery courses, after-

school programs, homerooms, and small group therapy.  

One of the greatests components of the WhyTry program is that it teaches youth that their 

decisions have consequences. It aims to show students how to tear off their “labels” and how 

they can learn to control their defense mechanisms. The curriculum of WhyTry uses visual 

pictures that are reinforced with music and physical activities in order to enhance learning 

through different styles.  

In addition, the curriculum motivates students by utilizing the three R’s: Relationship, 

Relevance, and Resilience. The program understands the importance of being intentional with 

how one connects as relationships greatly impacts a student's success. Oftentimes, students are 

told a teacher just does not like them, the Relationships addresses this and many more obstacles. 

With students returning from distance learning they are easily distracted as well. The WhyTry 

program also discusses how distractions in class are increasing; therefore, Relevance is essential. 

Relevance is taught in the classrooms using videos, art, games, music, and classroom activities. 

Resilience focuses on the challenges that students are facing. The challenges include bullying, 

https://whytry.org/how-to-build-a-relationship-with-students/
https://whytry.org/how-to-get-students-to-pay-attention-in-class/
https://whytry.org/how-to-teach-students-to-be-more-resilient/
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social media, video game addiction, and mental health concerns. WhyTry breaks down 

Resilience into four categories: relational, street, resource, and rock bottom. “The curricula will 

give you step-by-step strategies to help your students understand how to tap all four sources of 

resilience” (WhyTry, 2019). Teachers, counselors, and administrators can’t take away students’ 

challenges, but WhyTry we can help to teach them to thrive no matter how hard things get.  

In the United States, WhyTry is often used in the Multi-Tiered System of Supports 

(MTSS) development process. It is often implemented as a Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention. Due to 

its flexibility and effectiveness, the program can be taught by a plethora of positions including 

teachers, school counselors, school psychologists, social workers, and after school mentors. 

“Evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) programs, when implemented effectively, 

lead to measurable and potentially long-lasting improvements in many areas of children's lives” 

(Greenberg et al., 2017). Improvements have been proven to be short term and long term. Short 

term SEL programs such as WhyTry have led to increased self-confidence, increased classroom 

participation, increased grades and test scores, and a decrease in classroom disruptions. Long 

term effects have led to greater social-emotional competence, stronger relationships, and 

readiness for college and/or career. Due to the concerns of students’ academic performance, 

school climate, and attendance caused by the lockdowns and effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the need to implement a SEL program such as WhyTry is imperative. The WhyTry program 

utilizes a flexible lesson plan that allows teachers to effectively teach program concepts in ten-

minutes to an hour-long. The program has been used in open and closed groups; it’s been 

incorporated into the daily lesson repertoire of teachers and as a ready-made toolkit in school 

counselors’ offices. Ideally for the first couple years of implementing the program we would aim 

to have each teacher designate one one-hour period per week to teach the WhyTry program. At 
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the junior high, there would be a rotation by departments designating one day a week to the 

teachings of WhyTry each class period. The school counselors will rotate classes to assist in the 

teachings and also add accountability to the program. The training for teachers, counselors, and 

administrators can be done in a two day period during staff development prior to the start of 

school.  

Implement restorative justice at the junior high. Restorative justice empowers 

students to resolve conflicts on their own and in small groups. It has become a growing practice 

within school districts around the country. The idea is to bring students together in peer-mediated 

small groups to talk, ask questions, and air their grievances. “Restorative justice is an effective 

alternative to punitive responses to wrongdoing. Inspired by indigenous traditions, it brings 

together persons harmed with persons responsible for harm in a safe and respectful space, 

promoting dialogue, accountability, and a stronger sense of community” (Davis, 2014). The 

programs have assisted with creating positive campus communities, preventing bullying, 

reducing student conflicts, and reductions in suspension and expulsion rates. Students also 

reported feeling overall happier and safer at their schools. Encouraging teachers to become a 

facilitator in the program will develop the much needed connection between students and 

teachers. Creating a sense of community within the school is the key to ensuring the success of a 

restorative justice program.  

For implementation of this program we have identified 8 key steps.  The first step in the 

implementation process is assessing whether there is a need, which was determined due to the 

rise in the suspension rate. For the 2021-2022 school year, the suspension rate is 4.82%. This is 

an increase of 3.82% and there are still 4 months of school left in the year. The next step in the 

implementation of Restorative Justice is to engage the school and the community. We will use a 



11 

collaborative planning process engaging as many of the members of the school community as 

possible to build a strong foundation and seek broad support to generate interest and commitment 

through education and trust building. The third step in the process will be to hire a Restorative 

Justice Coordinator. In order for the program to be most effective and alleviate the already time 

constraint counseling staff we find it to be most ideal to hire a full-time Restorative Justice 

Coordinator. This full-time coordinator will manage training and school wide implementation or 

restorative practices. The fourth step would be to plan a series of training sessions. The first 

training would be an introductory training to be held at the beginning of the school year and part 

of staff development including security officers, teachers, counselors, administrators, support 

staff, and after-school program staff. The purpose of this introductory training is to prepare the 

school to implement proactive, community-building processes school-wide. The next training 

will be in smaller groups and will focus on the restorative discipline process such as developing 

rule infractions to be used as alternatives to suspension. The fifth step is to begin schoolwide 

implementation. Starting at the beginning of the school year, classroom teachers can start to 

practice the restorative approaches they learned from the Restorative Justice Coordinator. 

Practice can include doing classroom circles about shared values, current events, and check in 

and check outs. Following the practice in the classroom, the Restorative Justice Coordinator will 

begin the alternative discipline. Any students that have a re-entry meeting, those returning from 

suspension, and extended absentees will have re-entry circles which will include parents as well. 

The Restorative Justice Coordinator will revise the school discipline manual, create referral 

forms to support restorative discipline practices, and develop a database to document restorative 

interventions and outcomes (Davis, 2014). Next in the process, is to involve students in peer 

restorative practices. This coordinator will train students to promote and facilitate circles. This 
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will empower students to create a safe and respectful environment to talk issues through rather 

than fighting. The final step in the implementation process is to evaluate the process. This step 

will make sure the implementation is on track by reviewing and analyzing data quarterly.  

Re-establish district SARB. In an effort to encourage positive attendance by all 

students, we will re-establish a SARB process that will encourage and demonstrate the 

importance of attending school on a daily basis. Various staff will provide support and 

information to students with truancy issues (See Flowchart 1) 

Flowchart 1 

 

1-2 Unexcused Absences 

 

3 Unexcused Absences 

Attendance Secretary will advise and parent 
 

 

4-6 Unexcused Absences 

Meet with Intervention Staff, Home Visit 

7-9 Unexcused Absences 

SART Meeting with Assigned Admin, Contract Signed 
by Parent, Student, and School Rep 

 

Letter 1 sent 

Letter 2 sent 
(after 6th) 

Letter 3 sent 
(after 8th) 
with SART 

Counselor 
meets with 
student on 7th 

 

10 Unexcused Absences 

Referral to District SARB Team (Dir. of Student 
Services, Administrator, Counselor, Juvenile 

Letter 4 
delivered in 
person with 
invite to 

 

SARB Hearing 
4-6 Week Review and Determination for Continual 

Observation or DO will request a hearing at Superior 
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The SARB team will consist of school and district staff. Attendance will be run on a 

weekly basis by the Attendance Secretary at each site. SARB hearings will be made on a 

monthly basis starting 3 months after school begins.  

Budget 

 For the school counselor positions, the average salary for California counselors of 

$69,000 will be offered plus the 20% of salary for benefits (CareeerExplorer, 2019). For four 

school counselors to be added, one for each school site, it would cost a total of $331,200. 

By re-establishing SARB, there will be no extra cost to the district. The committee 

members consist of those that are currently working for the school district. Currently, in lieu of a 

truancy officer, the Director of Student Support has taken on the role of truancy. We plan to 

continue using this model when putting together the SARB. The SARB members’ compensation 

for their participation in the committee is embedded within their current salary and will not have 

any impact on the overall budget.  

 In order to implement the Why Try curriculum into the district, there is the option to host 

a training at a school site. By doing so, the schools would “receive a grant to implement the 

program as well as free products for members of the training group” (WhyTry, 2019). The 

district could pull all the counselors from their schools to meet at the designated site for training 

and then disperse the information learned at their sites. The Why Try curriculum can be 

purchased yearly for $2,000 covering up to 50 staff members (WhyTry, 2019). Since there are 

only a handful of counselors, the rest of the licenses can be distributed to staff as needed.  

In order to alleviate some of the load off of the counselors, a full-time Restorative Justice 

Coordinator will be hired for the average rate of $47,000 (glassdoor, 2022). The restorative 
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justice training for the teachers will occur during their staff development days which are already 

included in their salaries and will be facilitated by the Restorative Justice Coordinator.    

With the potential changes and additions in mind, the total cost for implementation is 

$380,200. While this may produce some sticker shock, the majority of the budget is going 

towards much needed staffing in order to provide a comprehensive counseling plan along with 

implementing the Why Try and restorative justice programs to the students within the district. 

Hiring a Restorative Justice Coordinator will also help to have one person focused on the climate 

of the school and keeping the peace, while the counselors focus on tiered interventions based on 

student need. More services will be provided to students, which in turn would address the 

disconnect from students wanting to participate in school, the fear of bullying, and overall 

aggression within the schools throughout the district. 

Evaluations and Monitoring the Process 

The Systems of Change Project will be presented to the Counseling and Psychologist 

Team, the School Site Council, Administration, and finally the School Board. The Fairfax 

School District is committed to providing all students with the necessary resources to increase 

student achievement. The district and site plans support the goal of "Empowering Students to 

Succeed." The Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP), addresses the needs of the unique 

student population and their educational needs. There are four goals that were set per the District 

LCAP:  

District Goal # 1- The District will fully implement all adopted state standards to ensure 

students are college and career ready and have the necessary 21st century skills.  

District Goal #2- All English Learner students will attain English Language Proficiency.  

District Goal #3- The District will increase the level of parent engagement and opportunities.  
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District Goal #4- The District will increase the level of school connectedness and school safety.  

 The goal that most closely aligns with our System of Change Project is District Goal #4. 

Promoting self-advocacy can have great potential in increasing student connectedness and reduce 

the amount of incidents of intolerance and bullying.  

 With the addition of new counselors, the hope is that they will be able to create better 

relationships with students as well as offer more services through class curriculum, small groups, 

and one on one meetings. One way to see the quality of services offered is to compare the 

activities offered prior to what is now offered as well as the ASCA domains that they fall under. 

It would also be beneficial to see how the comprehensive counseling plan has changed and been 

implemented with the new additions. Students will take a survey at the beginning of the year 

where they will rate where they are at under the three domains and where the areas in which they 

want to improve and the types of services they would take advantage of. At the end of the school 

year, they could take a similar survey where they will rate themselves again by the three 

domains, they will rate the offerings under the three domains, and they will write what they liked 

and what could be improved for the next school year.  

In order to monitor SARB effectiveness, we will look at quantitative data through the 

Aeries portal. First, we will compare the attendance rate of the prior school year to compare and 

analyze data with the review board. Next, we will run a report to compare those students with 

chronic absenteeism to gauge if that number has fallen. We will also compare the prior year’s 

tardy records to this new year. Another avenue worth looking into would be to see the results of 

the families that went to a SARB hearing. Through those different reports, we can see how the 

culture around attendance has changed on each campus. 
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To evaluate the Restorative Justice Program as well as the WhyTry program, the 

Restorative Justice Coordinator and the school counselor, will examine data from suspensions. 

They will examine what type of suspensions were made, severity of the infraction, and frequency 

over the academic school year. The two will review trends from year to year. Reviewing 

attendance over the academic school years, especially in those students who display chronic 

absenteeism, will also provide insight as to how the program is working. The reviewing of data 

from the student information system, Aeries, will also be a useful tool to use. Most importantly a 

Likert survey of both teachers and students twice during the academic school year will allow us 

to evaluate the teacher buy-in as well as gather useful data as to the program’s effectiveness. 

Doing this will give a greater understanding of the social-emotional growth that is occurring in 

the students and the decrease in classroom disciplinary actions of the teachers.  

Conclusion 

 Based on the needs assessment and goals of the Fairfax School District, there were four 

recommendations offered for improvement. The first recommendation of hiring school 

counselors at each site to lower the student ratio would be in efforts to provide maximum support 

for students coming back to school after the effects of Covid-19. Re-establishing the SARB is 

imperative to curb the chronic absenteeism that is affecting students within the district. Lastly, 

the hiring of the Restorative Justice Coordinator and implementation of the WhyTry program 

would be used to address behavioral issues and shift the district’s culture to feel like a 

community. The recommendations are offered in hopes to better serve the students’ social-

emotional needs affecting their academic growth and buy-in to education. 
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