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EMPOWERMENT 
THEORY AND THE 
SCHOOL COUNSELOR
Students and families who have strug-
gled with decades of oppression and 
marginalization, such as the Chicana/o 
and Latina/o community, require more 
than what traditional school counsel-
ing theories offer—they need school 
counselors who are skilled in facilitat-
ing empowerment (Holcomb-McCoy, 
2007). Furthermore, scholars have 
argued that school counselors can 
facilitate Chicana/o and Latina/o stu-
dents’ academic success through per-
sonal empowerment strategies (Aviles, 
Guerrero, Howarth, & Thomas, 1999; 
Dickson Zamora, Gonzalez, Chun, 
& Callaghan Leon, 2011; Hipolito-
Delgado & Lee, 2007; Padilla, 2013; 
Stanon-Salazar, 2010). Supporting 
this point, Ozer and Schotland (2011) 
found that empowerment contributes 
to academic engagement and academic 
performance in youth. Stanton-Salazar 
(2010) asserted that, by drawing from 
empowerment theory, school counsel-
ors can assist students in navigating 
the educational arena by providing 
them with the tools and key resources 
to aid them in reaching their educa-
tional and career goals.

Empowerment theory is rooted 
in the educational theories of Paulo 
Freire. Freire emphasized the human-
ity of the oppressed and rejected the 
methods of education that serve to 
keep the oppressed submerged in a 
reality of passivity and unconscious 
of their potential as agents of social 
change (Maldonado, Rhoads, & 
Buenavista, 2005). 

For the purposes of this study, the 
authors focused on how school coun-
selors promote the personal empower-
ment of Chicana/o and Latina/o High 
School Students. Personal empower-
ment involves formulating several key 
ideas, including critical consciousness, 
positive identity, and taking social 
action (Carr, 2003; Gutierrez, 1995). 
Although a thorough exploration of 

empowerment theory is beyond the 
scope of this article, it briefly presents 
the empowerment process from a 
theoretical perspective.

Critical Consciousness
Critical consciousness is a likely first 
step in the process of personal empow-
erment, as the awareness of oppression 
is thought to inspire sociopolitical 
action (Carr, 2003; Tamanas, 2010). 
The development of critical conscious-

ness requires an understanding of how 
sociopolitical, cultural, and historical 
forces contribute to the oppression 
of marginalized communities (Watts, 
Abdul-Adil, & Pratt, 2002). Further, 
critical consciousness entails the rejec-
tion of propaganda that diminishes 
perception of oppression (Hipolito-
Delgado & Lee, 2007). 

Gutierrez (1995) and Hanna, Tal-
ley, and Guindon (2000) argued that 
people from marginalized communities 
typically possess limited consciousness: 
sufficient for survival in an oppressive 
system, but not enough to recognize 
the systemic barriers that oppress 
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for the liberation of marginalized com-
munities (Watts & Hipolito-Delgado, 
2015). Social action is also important 
as it relates to Freire’s (1970) notion 
of praxis or theory-guided practice: 
Theory exists to influence practice and 
practice should be used to improve 
theory. Thus, critical consciousness 
and positive identity should guide 
social action and the lessons learned 
from social action should expand criti-
cal consciousness and enhance positive 
identity. Ultimately, the goal of social 
action is for members of oppressed 
communities to gain sociopolitical 
control of their lived reality (Gutierrez, 
1995). Social action requires participa-
tion in individual and collective advo-
cacy and activism—this might take the 
form of challenging social or institu-
tional policies, participation in com-
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powerment of Chicana/o and Latina/o 
high school students. The researcher 
used a qualitative methodology to 
highlight participants’ experiences in 
and techniques for facilitating the em-
powerment of Chicana/o and Latina/o 
students. A qualitative perspective is 
also consistent with the researcher’s 
worldview that humans generate and 
construct their own knowledge by 
making meaning of their social inter-
actions (Creswell, 2013). 

Methodology 
The researcher implemented an 
in-depth interview methodological ap-
proach to gain rich, thick descriptions 
(Plano Clark & Creswell, 2010) of the 
personal experiences of school coun-
selors who facilitate the empowerment 
of Chicana/o and Latina/o youth. He 
also chose to use in-depth interviews 
to minimize the hierarchy between 
the researcher and participants and 
to make the research process more 
collaborative (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 
Hanson, Plano Clark, & Morales, 
2007). Further, the use of qualita-
tive inquiry allowed the researchers 
to examine the experiences of school 
counselors who seek to facilitate 

the empowerment of Chicana/o and 
Latina/o high school students (Cre-
swell, 2013), and to describe in detail 
the strategies utilized by the school 
counselors in this study. 

Recruitment
For this study, the researcher recruited 
participants using both purposeful and 
snowball sampling techniques (Max-
well, 2005). In purposeful sampling, 
the researcher intentionally selects 
individuals who can provide rich data 
about the phenomenon being stud-
ied (Patton, 2002). The researcher 
asked each participant in the study if 
they would recommend other school 
counselors who met the participation 
criteria and who could contribute to 
understanding of the phenomenon 
under investigation––this was the 
study’s snowball sampling aspect. 

These sampling procedures were best 
suited for this study as they allowed 
the researcher to highlight and provide 
a deeper, more nuanced understand-
ing of how school counselors facilitate 
the empowerment of Chicana/o and 
Latina/o high school students. 

Participants
The participation criteria for this 
study was as follows: (1) be or have 
been a high school counselor in an 
urban high school attended predomi-
nantly by Chicana/o and Latina/o 
students, (2) have 2 years or more of 
experience as a high school counsel-
or, and (3) seek to promote personal 
empowerment of Chicana/o and 
Latina/o students. The researcher 
purposefully sought school counsel-
ors who were known (either through 
personal contacts or through refer-

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS
    Age  Years as a School 
Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity Languages Spoken Range Counselor

 Gender Counselor
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ral from other professional school 
counselors) to have implemented 
empowerment strategies in the urban 
school setting. He gathered a total 
of 15 interviews. Participants were 
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ensure trustworthiness and credibil-
ity (Demarrais, 2004; Patton, 2002). 
Triangulation involves a process of 
corroborating the evidence about 
a claim using multiple elements of 
data (Creswell, 2013). For example, 
the researcher collected documents 
from participants to corroborate their 
statements. Peer debriefs are a process 
whereby a researcher asks a colleague 
to examine his or her work as means 
of identifying bias (Patton, 2002). Two 
doctoral students who had expertise in 
qualitative methods examined the data 
and conclusions related to the present 
study. Although the doctoral students 
provided alternative understandings 
for several codes, they supported the 
conclusions drawn by the researcher. 
Last, member checking is a process 
in which the researcher asks partici-
pants to check the accuracy of his or 
her findings (Maxwell, 2005). The 
researcher e-mailed participants in 
the present study so that they might 
review the emerging themes derived 
from this study. Three participants 
responded to the researcher’s e-mail 
and agreed with the conclusions of this 
study.

RESULTS
This section presents the strategies that 
the participants in this study reported 
using in facilitating the personal em-
powerment of Chicana/o and Latina/o 
high school students. These findings 
are organized into the following four 
themes: rapport and personal rela-
tionships, involving alumni, building 
sociocultural awareness, and social 
action. 

Rapport and Personal Relationships 
Building rapport and personal rela-
tionships as a strategy to personal 

onnTm
and agsomeone480olte reported 
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Similarly, Diego shared how he 
connected students with a community-
based organization called Change, 
Inc.:

They’re learning about social 
change, social justice, learning about 
different cultures, diversity struggles 
in the past...[Change, Inc.] takes 
them out to community events and 
teaches them how to advocate for 
themselves. So [they] really advocate 
for them and get them...out of their 
comfort zone. 

Diego provided an image of the 
mural that his students helped cre-
ate. The mural illustrated powerful 
messages such as a school bus with 
“books” painted on it, a phrase that 
read “more schools, less prisons” and 
the word “oppression” written in bold 
letters. Diego went on to add how he 
personally witnessed dramatic changes 
in his students:

The fact that they were able to ac-
complish something...make change 
on campus, is something we’re all 
proud of. All these students who 
probably would never speak up. I 
see a lot of empowerment in those 
students who I saw were shy or 
would never have thought they 
would be in these type of groups...
now they’re doing these things like 
building a mural.

These findings are evidence of how 
school counselors encouraging com
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to foster positive identity. The literature 
on promoting personal empowerment 
largely focused on the use of culturally 
relevant pedagogy to promote posi-
tive identity. That being said, Laden 
(1999) and Stanton-Salazar and Spina 
(2003) found that cultural role models 
could enhance the aspirations of stu-
dents while maintaining their cultural 
identities. Linking those findings to 
empowerment theory, involving alumni 
might promote personal empowerment 
through the promotion of positive iden-
tity development. Having Chicana/o 
and Latina/o alumni involved on their 
school campuses can allow high school 
students to interact with successful role 
models from their community—pos-
sibly promoting positive identity and, 
ultimately, personal empowerment. To 
facilitate this process, school counselors 
can create alumni databases and e-mail 
discussion lists, and stay connected 
with alumni through social media 
sites. School counselors can then call 
upon alumni to speak at career fairs 
and youth conferences. As such, school 
counselors can promote positive iden-
tity development and possibly personal 
empowerment. 

A precondition to empowerment is 
likely for school counselors to develop 
supportive relationships with their 
Chicana/o and Latina/o students. To 
this end, the school counselors in this 
study described the need for strong 
rapport and personal relationship 
building with Chicana/o and Latina/o 
high school students. All the partici-
pants in this study were Chicana/o and 
Latina/o school counselors and often 
used their shared backgrounds and life 
experiences as a tool to bond with stu-
dents. This finding is consistent with 
those of Tamanas (2010) and Ozer 
and Schotland (2011), who indicated 
that supportive adult relationships 
fostered personal empowerment in 
youth. Although Tamanas (2010) and 
Ozer and Schotland (2011) did not 
directly discuss rapport and personal 
relationship building, participants in 
the present study used the methods 
of establishing rapport and building 
personal relationships with students to 
develop and demonstrate their support 
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school counselors. Such research also 
could assist school districts with large 
Chicana/o and Latina/o student popu-
lations in providing practicing school 
counselors with professional develop-
ment on implementing empowerment-
based interventions. Further research 
is needed to examine whether an em-
powerment approach to school coun-
seling has an impact on Chicana/o 
and Latina/o students’ academic 
achievement, career development, and 
personal/social development. Last, 
research is needed to investigate how 
non-Chicana/o/Latina/o participants 
implement an empowerment approach 
when serving Chicana/o and Latina/o 
students. 

CONCLUSION
Numerous scholars have called for 
the empowerment of marginalized 
communities, including Chicana/o 
and Latina/o youth (Hipolito-Delgado 
& Zion, 2015). Despite this call, the 
literature has a gap regarding how 
to promote empowerment. Based on 
the findings of this study, some school 
counselors are fostering the empow-
erment of Chicana/o and Latina/o 
students in a manner consistent with 
empowerment theory. Using the work 
of these counselors as a blueprint, 
the authors call on school counsel-
ors to facilitate the empowerment 
of Chicana/o and Latina/o students 
by building rapport with students, 
promoting sociocultural awareness, 
fostering positive identity, and encour-
aging social action. Although addition-
al research is necessary to document 
if empowerment leads to improved 
academic outcomes for Chicana/o and 
Latina/o youth, this article provides 
an important first step, giving school 
counselors specific approaches to pro-
mote the empowerment of Chicana/o 
and Latina/o youth. n
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