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Five educators selected as Gwinnett’s top counseling 
professionals    
 
     Using the theme “School Counselors: Building Bridges to Student Achievement,” 

Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS) named its top school counselors for the 

2008-09 school year at a special recognition on Thursday, February 5. The event was 

a highlight of the district’s celebration of National School Counseling Week, which 

has been celebrated February 2-6, 2009.  

     Honoring the professionals who play a key role in advising students toward 

success, the school district recognized the elementary school counselor of the year, 

middle school counselor of the year, secondary school counselor of the year, 

counseling advocate of the year, and counselor writer of the year.  

     The 2009 honorees are:  

 Erin Sprinkle, Lovin Elementary  
 2009 Gwinnett County Elementary School Counselor of the Year 
 

 Maria Grovner, Creekland Middle  
2009 Gwinnett County Middle School Counselor of the Year 
 

 Cary Kennedy, Brookwood High  
2009 Gwinnett County Secondary School Counselor of the Year 
 

 Dr. Richard Holland, Principal of Glenn C. Jones Middle  
2009 Gwinnett County Mary Joe Hannaford Counseling Advocate of the 
Year 
 

 Dr. Yuehong “Maria” Chen Foley, Cedar Hill Elementary 
2009 Gwinnett County Counselor Writer of the Year  
(This counselor was recognized for an article she co-published in the 2008 
issue of the Georgia School Counselors Association Journal. The article was 
titled, “Interpreting Children’s Human Figure Drawings: Basic Guidelines 
for School Counselors.”) 
 

     The Gwinnett counseling honorees will go on to compete at the regional level. 

Regional winners then vie for state recognition. Gwinnett County counselors are 

consistently among the most recognized in the United States in state and national 

honors. In 2008, three Gwinnett educators were named Georgia school counselors of 

the year, sweeping three of the state’s four top honors. Additionally, two GCPS 

counselors were selected as finalists for the national honor this year.  



Erin Sprinkle, Lovin Elementary   

2009 Gwinnett County Elementary School Counselor of the Year 
 

     As a school counselor, Erin Sprinkle is committed to cultivating individuals who 

possess the skills needed to be productive, compassionate members of society. She 

believes it is through the power of connections that her students are able to become 

such individuals. “Students enter the school building with varied histories and unique 

experiences. They bring their hopes, dreams, fears, and worries,” she explains. “I can 

help them tap into their own personal strengths, connect to resources all around them, 

and reach out to others who may need their help.” Believing in connections, Ms. 

Sprinkle facilitates opportunities for her students to create and maintain strong 

connections with each other, within their classes, and in their communities. She adds 

“These school experiences help students discover a sense of control regarding their 

actions. They realize their personal power to have a positive impact on others. 

Through this discovery of control, understanding, and connections, students are 

empowered to achieve whatever they desire.” 

     Lovin Elementary students are empowered in many ways, including through The 

Academic Advisement Program implemented by Ms. Sprinkle. Through this 

initiative, Ms. Sprinkle connects counseling initiatives with academic expectations 

for students who need additional academic support. Mini-lessons and individual 

sessions focus on strategies for school success. Ms. Sprinkle works with students and 

their teachers to identify and monitor weekly academic goals, while keeping constant 

communication with parents. “Students not only learn skills for academic success, 

they also learn how to set goals and monitor their own progress. They realize that 

success or failure is within their own control,” she says.  

     In addition to creating connections to support students academically, Ms. Sprinkle 

also facilitates opportunities for Lovin Elementary students to become compassionate 

good citizens. Through the Peer Helpers program, students connect with special 

needs students, providing a unique opportunity for school mates to meet other 

students who they initially might have had limited contact with. Student peer helpers 

are trained to understand and help their partners. At the end of the school year, Peer 

Helpers attend local Special Olympics events as coaches for their buddies, an event 

Ms. Sprinkle describes as “a powerful and meaningful experience for everyone 

involved.” 

      Described by a parent as someone who “will attempt to find a way to reach her 

students regardless of the obstacles she encounters,” Ms. Sprinkle plays a key role in 

the Lovin Elementary learning community. 

--more-- 

 



Maria Grovner, Creekland Middle  
2009 Gwinnett County Middle School Counselor of the Year 
 

     “Middle school students have unique developmental needs and they can benefit 

from family support and family engagement in their education,” explains Creekland 

Middle’s Maria Grovner. “As a school counselor, I have made concerted efforts to 

reach out to parents and guardians.” Those efforts include several programs that have 

made a significant impact on Creekland Middle learning community, efforts which 

have not gone unnoticed. In nominating her, Creekland Middle’s principal Dr. Bill 

Kruskamp says, “When you look at our counseling activities it is obvious that Maria 

works to support students academically, emotionally, and socially.” 

     Among the many programs and activities on that list, Ms. Grovner coordinates the 

Think College Early Program (TCE), a Creekland Middle initiative designed to 

increase college awareness among middle school students. “It’s never too early to 

expose students to the benefits of going to college and to get them thinking about 

ways to prepare for, access, and succeed in college,” Ms. Grovner explains. The 

program includes a college fair on campus, parent workshops, and campus tours of 

colleges and universities.  

      Rising Creekland Middle sixth graders have a smooth transition from elementary 

school to middle school thanks to the school’s Summer Acceleration Camp, and sixth 

grade girls learn about how to be the best they can be through the Girl Power 

program, all coordinated by Ms. Grovner. 

     Committed to the well-being and success of all students, Ms. Grovner is known on 

the Creekland Middle campus as an advocate. Her principal says, “In the  

two-and-one-half years I have known Ms. Grovner, I have learned that it is to my 

advantage to listen when Maria asks to speak. Maria truly believes that ‘it is not 

about the adults; that it is about the kids we serve …’ With this maxim in mind I 

know that Maria is advocating for all of Creekland’s students when she comes to me 

with an idea or request.”  

--more-- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Cary Kennedy, Brookwood High 
2009 Gwinnett County Secondary School Counselor of the Year 
 

     “Cary embodies all the qualities that define a successful and effective student 

advocate …” that’s how colleagues describe school counselor Cary Kennedy. The 

Brookwood High counselor is known for constantly investigating new resources and 

new programs to benefit Brookwood High students. In nominating Ms. Kennedy, 

Brookwood High lead counselor Dee Ward said, “She is caring, empathetic, non-

judgmental, and open-minded. Added to these, she is enthusiastic, creative, and 

innovative.”  

     As a ninth-grade counselor, Ms. Kennedy works diligently to make sure 

Brookwood High freshmen transition into high school fresh from the start. During 

her first year as a counselor at Brookwood High four years ago, Ms. Kennedy 

implemented the Freshmen Mentoring and Transition Program, which helps students 

and parents with the change from middle school to the first year of high school. She 

studied specific research-based techniques to assist freshmen with the transition. The 

counselor teaches the school’s Peer Leadership class, training upper classmen to 

become peer leaders by serving their school, cluster, and community. Among the 

many services the peer leaders perform, they serve as mentors to freshmen as well as 

to new Brookwood High students throughout their first year at the school. Under the 

“No One Eats Alone” rule, peer leaders spend time during the first week of school 

helping freshmen to find friends with whom to eat lunch. Ms. Kennedy’s peer 

leadership class has become so popular on the Brookwood High campus that last 

spring over 200 students applied for 65 peer leader spots. 

     Ms. Kennedy’s commitment to the success of freshmen students includes the 

Freshmen Success Center, a multi-purpose classroom open to ninth-grade students 

before school for homework completion, before-and-after school tutoring, conducting 

parent conferences, and training the peer leaders. In addition, Ms. Kennedy visits the 

Brookwood cluster middle schools to introduce eight-graders to the transition process 

and how the peer leaders can help them. She also developed a method to work with 

students on school phobia.  

     Ms. Kennedy’s activities keep her so busy that her lead counselor describes her as 

“Brookwood’s version of an Energizer Bunny.” Ms. Ward explains, “Ms. Kennedy’s 

mind is always racing on to the next idea or project. She is a wiling volunteer to 

tackle any task. She is quick to evaluate situations and has excellent counseling 

skills.”  

--more-- 

 
 
 



Dr. Richard Holland, Principal of Glenn C. Jones Middle    
2009 Gwinnett County Mary Joe Hannaford Counseling Advocate of the Year 
 

     Recognizing Dr. Richard Holland as “an amazing humanitarian who respects the 

work of the school counselor,” the Glenn C. Jones Middle advisement and 

counseling team nominated the 2009 Gwinnett County Counseling Advocate of the 

Year. In nominating Dr. Holland for the award, they describe him as a “collaborative 

leader who brings out the best in every individual.” 

     Under Dr. Holland’s leadership, the Glenn C. Jones Middle advisement and 

counseling professionals continue to see their students reach new heights. They 

attribute much of that success to the many programs supported by Dr. Holland, 

including the team-work between the counselors and the school’s graduation coach. 

“We can rely on Dr. Holland to ‘talk’ with a student who needs extra support or to 

serve as a positive role model for some of our students,” they explain. “He does this 

by listening, guiding, and inspiring the students.” 

     The team takes notice of Dr. Holland’s dedication to his students, as he listens and 

supports their success. When students requested a music club, Dr. Holland created 

and participates in Dr. Holland’s guitar club, taking the time to play music with his 

students. The Glenn C. Jones Middle principal also developed a Student Leadership 

Academy, where he teams up with high school students to teach leadership skills to 

middle school students. According to his counselors, “Dr. Holland has unconditional 

regard for his students; he is a counselor by heart, and an advocate for children.”   

     In addition to his support of academic and counseling programs, the school’s 

counselors also thank him for the administrative decisions he has made which benefit 

the school as whole, such as assigning a school counselor to each grade level and 

adding a registrar to the school’s advisement and counseling department. The 

counseling team says, “His school’s guidance and counseling program is the ideal 

prototype of the success a guidance and counseling program can achieve with 

superior advocacy and leadership.”  

 

 
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 770-277-4488. 
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