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Gwinnett highlights the work of its counselors 

 
     Culminating National School Counselors Week, celebrated this year Feb. 4-8, 

Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) held a special event to highlight the 

critical role school counselors play in the success and well-being of students. As part 

of the districtwide recognition event, which celebrated the theme “School 

Counselors: Launching Student Success,” the school system honored four educators 

named as the 2013 top counseling professionals.  

     The 2013 GCPS top counseling professionals are: 

 Jennifer Diaz of White Oak Elementary  

2013 Gwinnett County Elementary School Counselor of the Year 

 

 Andrea Hodgin of Lanier Middle  

2013 Gwinnett County Middle School Counselor of the Year 

 

 William Blair of Meadowcreek High  

2013 Gwinnett County Secondary School Counselor of the Year 

 

 Principal Dana Pugh of Bay Creek Middle   

2013 Gwinnett County Mary Joe Hannaford Counseling Advocate of the Year 

 

 

     The four Gwinnett winners will now compete at the regional level. A regional win 

would qualify them for state and national recognition. Gwinnett County counselors 

continue to be among the most recognized in the United States in state and national 

honors. In 2012, three Gwinnett educators received statewide recognition, including 

Robin Zorn of Mason Elementary who also was named the first ever statewide 

Georgia School Counselor of the Year.  

 

--more-- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Jennifer Diaz of White Oak Elementary  

2013 Gwinnett County Elementary School Counselor of the Year 

 

     Jennifer Diaz is being honored the same school year that she celebrates a decade 

of service to Gwinnett County children and their families. Since joining GCPS in 

2002, Ms. Diaz has guided and supported students at three different schools—Nesbit 

Elementary (2002-2004), Peachtree Elementary (2004-2009), and White Oak 

Elementary (2009-Present).  

     In working at these three schools, where she has prepared and encouraged young 

Gwinnett children on their way to middle school and high school, Ms. Diaz 

developed a reputation as an energetic and innovative counselor. “She takes such 

initiative and has a positive impact on everyone she meets,” says Ginny Wages, a 

school counselor at Ferguson Elementary who nominated Ms. Diaz for the district 

honor. Both counselors worked together at Peachtree Elementary where Ms. Diaz 

served as an intervention counselor. Ms. Wages describes her colleague in that role, 

saying, “In this innovative role, Jennifer provided intensive play therapy and specific 

interventions for children who might not have otherwise had the opportunity to 

receive these crucial counseling services.”  

     At her current school, Ms. Diaz is credited with leading White Oak Elementary to 

earn RAMP designation after only one year of opening for this fairly young school. 

The RAMP designation, awarded to schools that are aligned with the criteria set in 

the ASCA (American School Counselors Association) National Model, recognizes 

schools that are committed to delivering a comprehensive, data-driven school 

counseling program and an exemplary educational environment. In addition, Ms. 

Diaz also spearheaded the school’s effort to be awarded No Place For Hate (NPFH) 

designation from the Anti-Defamation League. The program helps schools prevent 

bullying and prejudice.  

     Jennifer Diaz holds a bachelor’s degree in Psychology from Valdosta State 

University and earned both her master’s and specialist’s degrees in School 

Counseling from Georgia State University.   
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Andrea Hodgin of Lanier Middle  

2013 Gwinnett County Middle School Counselor of the Year 

 

     “Good counselors are hard to come by. Great counselors are a rarity … Andrea 

Hodgin is a great counselor and her work here at Lanier has not gone unnoticed and 

has certainly been appreciated.” That’s how Lanier Middle Principal Jaime Espinosa 

describes his school’s counselor, Andrea Hodgin, who has served Lanier Middle 

students since joining the district in 2008. In this short amount of time, she is credited 

with contributing to the safe environment of the school and the bright future of its 

students. 

     In recent years, Ms. Hodgin has worked to reduce the school’s discipline referral 

rate. Using Gwinnett County and ASCA (American School Counselors Association) 

Standards and Competencies, she created a program last school year to reduce the 

discipline rate by 20% of male students who had three referrals the previous school 

year. The program included a small group intervention addressing the topics of 

resiliency and prosocial skills and an accountability partnership in which students 

were paired and met weekly to discuss discipline issues. The results? The school saw 

its discipline referrals decrease by 42%, well above the 20% Ms. Hodgin had set as 

the goal.  

     In addition to contributing to the school environment by reducing discipline 

issues, Ms. Hodgin also targeted a specific group of students to help them realize 

their academic potential. She analyzed the school’s data and developed a plan to 

increase the number of Hispanic and Latino students enrolled in advanced courses. 

Working with a nonprofit organization, she developed a program which addressed 

parent information, a school club for students, attendance, rigorous coursework, 

student support groups, and visits to area colleges for post-secondary options. The 

school saw a 37% growth in Hispanic and Latino enrollment in accelerated and gifted 

courses. 

     Andrea Hodgin earned her specialist’s degree in school counseling from UGA. 

She also holds a bachelor’s degree from the University of West Georgia and a 

master’s degree from Georgia State University.    
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William Blair of Meadowcreek High   

2013 Gwinnett County Secondary School Counselor of the Year 

 

     It was shortly after William Blair began his career in education as a classroom 

teacher that he started noticing a role he enjoyed. He explains, “I noticed early on that 

I had a unique passion to support students. This passion continued to manifest itself 

in the form of counseling even as a teacher.” Mr. Blair answered that call and decided 

to continue his education earning a graduate degree in school counseling. He 

practiced that role in DeKalb County before arriving in Gwinnett at Peachtree 

Elementary (2003-2004) and finally becoming a proud Meadowcreek High mustang 

(2004-Present).   

     “Under the leadership of Mr. William Blair, we have felt the heartbeat [the 

school’s counseling department] grow stronger while strengthening our school 

academically and socially,” says Meadowcreek High assistant principal Adrienne 

Wylie who nominated him for the honor. Ms. Wylie speaks highly of Mr. Blair’s 

leadership skills, saying, “Meadowcreek High School has accomplished much over 

the years, although in all of our gains the counseling department has been the 

common ingredient for success.” 

     In his five years as department chair, Mr. Blair has implemented several 

advisement plans and activities to support all students on their quest for success. One 

of those programs is “Creek Week,” an event filled with activities to support students 

as they prepared for the Georgia High School Graduation Test. In addition to his 

work with upperclassmen, he encourages the school’s younger students by working 

with the Meadowcreek Cluster middle schools. The 8th grade transitional summer 

program helps future freshmen make a smooth transition. The program offers 

students an opportunity to take two classes over the summer to give them a head start 

on becoming successful freshmen. 

     In addition to guiding, encouraging, and challenging his own students at 

Meadowcreek High, Mr. Blair also is willing, trained, and ready to help any Gwinnett 

student. As a member of the district’s crisis team, he is especially trained to support 

all students across the district in the event of a tragedy.  

     Mr. Blair earned his master’s degree in school counseling from Clark Atlanta 

University and his bachelor’s degree from Morris Brown College.  
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Dana Pugh, Principal of Bay Creek Middle  

2013 Gwinnett County Mary Joe Hannaford Counseling Advocate of the Year 

 

     In addition to being their school principal, Mr. Dana Pugh is regarded as a 

“counseling partner” to the counseling team at Bay Creek Middle. As such, they 

believed there was no one else more deserving than Mr. Pugh for the “2013 Gwinnett 

County Mary Joe Hannaford Counseling Advocate of the Year” recognition.  

     In nominating Mr. Pugh for the honor, Bay Creek Middle school counselor 

Rebecca Lisska described him as a leader who is always available to listen to new 

ideas that will support Bay Creek Middle students. “He has encouraged and assisted 

us in developing and implementing counseling programs and guidance services that 

will benefit our students and he is always pushing us to explore new initiatives,” she 

says. “When we wanted to implement plans for an all-day, schoolwide career day, 

Mr. Pugh supported our plans. When we made plans for an after-school girls group, 

(including a Friday night gathering), Mr. Pugh said ‘yes.’” In addition, the counseling 

team says that Mr. Pugh is not just available to approve new plans, but he also is 

enthusiastic about participating hand-in-hand with his counselors in the school’s 

mentoring program. “He supports this program by being a mentor to several of our 

students,” says Ms. Lisska. 

     Mr. Dana Pugh opened Bay Creek Middle as its principal in 2009. Before moving 

to the Grayson Cluster, he served as the principal of Summerour Middle (2004-2009) 

and as an assistant principal at Hull Middle (2001-2004). A veteran educator who 

began his career as a 5th grade teacher in 1994, Mr. Pugh is certified in Educational 

Leadership from the University of Georgia, he earned his master’s degree in school 

counseling from Jacksonville State University in Alabama, and he also holds a 

bachelor’s degree from Tuskegee Institute.  

 

Photographs of Gwinnett’s top counselors are available upon request. 

 

For more about the award winners and the counselor’s role in GCPS, 

news media representatives can contact Dianne Thompson, 

director of advisement and counseling, at 678-301-7372. 
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