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Michael T. Kalkbrenner

Cross-Validation of the Mental Distress 
Response Scale: Implications for Counselors

College counselors work collaboratively with professionals in a variety of disciplines in higher education 
to coordinate gatekeeper training to prepare university community members to recognize and refer 
students in mental distress to support services. This article describes the cross-validation of scores on the 
Mental Distress Response Scale (MDRS), a questionnaire for appraising university community members’ 
responses to encountering a student in mental distress, with a sample of faculty members. A confirmatory 
factor analysis revealed the dimensions of the MDRS were estimated adequately. Results also revealed 
demographic differences in faculty members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress. 
The MDRS has implications for augmenting the outreach efforts of college counselors. For example, the 
MDRS has potential utility for enhancing campus-wide mental health screening efforts. The MDRS also 
has implications for supporting psychoeducation efforts, including gatekeeper training workshops, for 
professional counselors practicing in college settings. 

Keywords: Mental Distress Response Scale, mental health, college counselors, gatekeeper, outreach

     College counselors play crucial roles in supporting students’ personal, social, and academic 
growth, as well as students’ success (Golightly et al., 2017). Outreach and prevention programming, 
including campus violence prevention and supporting college student mental health, are two key 
elements in the practice of college counselors (Brunner et al., 2014; Golightly et al., 2017). Addressing 
these two key areas has become increasingly challenging in recent years because of the prevalence 
of campus violence incidents, including mass shootings in the most severe cases, and the frequency 
of mental health distress among college students, which has increased substantially since the new 
millennium (Auerbach et al., 2016; Barrett, 2014; Vieselmeyer et al., 2017). In fact, supporting college 
student mental health has become one of the greatest challenges that institutions of higher education 
are facing (Reynolds, 2013).

     Most college students suffering from mental health issues do not seek treatment (Downs & Eisenberg, 
2012). In response, college counselors, student affairs professionals, and higher education administrators 
are working collaboratively to develop and implement mental health awareness initiatives and 
gatekeeper training workshops, which include training university community members (e.g., students, 
faculty, and staff) as referral agents to recognize and refer students who are showing warning signs for 
suicide or other mental health issues to support services (Albright & Schwartz, 2017; Hodges et al., 2017). 
Faculty members are particularly valuable referral agents, as they tend to interact with large groups of 
students on frequent occasions, and they generally report positive attitudes about supporting college 
student mental health (Albright & Schwartz, 2017; Kalkbrenner, 2016).

     Despite the utility of faculty members as gatekeepers for recognizing and referring students to the 
university counseling center and to other resources, the results of a recent national survey indicated that 
a significant proportion of faculty members (63%) do not refer a student in mental distress to support 
services (Albright & Schwartz, 2017). The literature is lacking research on how faculty members are 
likely to respond to encountering a student in mental distress, including but not limited to making a 
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faculty-to-student referral to mental health support services. The primary aim of this investigation was 
to confirm the psychometric properties of the Mental Distress Response Scale (MDRS), a screening tool 
for measuring university community members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress. 
Past investigators validated the MDRS for use with 4-year university students (Kalkbrenner & Flinn, 
2020) and community college students (Kalkbrenner, 2019). If found valid for use with faculty members, 
college counselors could find the MDRS useful for screening and promoting faculty-to-student mental 
health support. A review of the extant literature is provided in the following section.

Mental Health and the State of Higher Education

     Active shooter incidents on college campuses are some of the most tragic events in American 
history (Kalkbrenner, 2016). The 2015 massacre that occurred on a college campus in Oregon received 
attention at the highest level of government; former President Barack Obama urged the nation to 
decide when voting “whether this cause of continuing death for innocent people should be a relevant 
factor.” (Vanderhart et al., 2015, section A, p. 1). Seung-Hui Cho was a perpetrator of another one of 
these tragedies at Virginia Polytechnic Institute in 2007. According to Cho’s mother, he had a history 
of social isolation and unresolved mental health issues (Klienfield, 2007). Without treatment, the effects 
of mental health disorders can be debilitating and widespread for students, including impairments in 
academic functioning, attrition, self-harm, social isolation, and suicide or homicide in the most serious 
cases (Kalkbrenner, 2016; Shuchman, 2007). The early detection and treatment of students who are at 
risk for mental health disorders is a harm-prevention strategy for reducing campus violence incidents 
and promoting college student mental health (Futo, 2011; Kalkbrenner, 2016). Consequently, the 
practice of college counselors involves deploying outreach and systems-level mental health support 
interventions (Albright & Schwartz, 2017; Brunner et al., 2014; Golightly et al., 2017).

The Role of College Counselors in Providing Systems-Level Interventions
     Providing individual counseling is a key role of college counselors (Golightly et al., 2017). In recent 
years, however, the practice of college counselors has been extended to providing systems-level and 
preventative mental health interventions to meet the growing mental health needs of college student 
populations (Brunner et al., 2014; Golightly et al., 2017). In particular, college counselors and their 
constituents engage in both campus-wide and targeted prevention and outreach programs (Golightly 
et al., 2017; Lynch & Glass, 2019), including gatekeeper training workshops to prepare university 
community members as referral agents or train them to recognize and refer students at risk for suicide 
and other mental health issues to the university counseling center (Albright & Schwartz, 2017; Brunner 
et al., 2014). These collaborative, educative, and preventative efforts are particularly crucial given 
the increase in both the severity and complexity of mental health disorders among college students 
(Gallagher, 2015; Reetz et al., 2016). The findings of past investigators suggest that faculty members 
are particularly viable referral agents for recognizing and referring students in mental distress to the 
counseling center (Kalkbrenner, 2016; Margrove et al., 2014).

Faculty Members as Referral Agents
     Faculty members have a propensity to serve as referral agents (i.e., recognize and refer students in 
mental distress to resources) because of their frequent contact with students and their generally positive 
attitudes and willingness to support their students’ mental and physical wellness (Albright & Schwartz, 
2017). Albright and Schwartz (2017) found that approximately 95% of faculty members and staff 
considered connecting students in mental distress to resources as one of their roles and responsibilities. 
Similarly, Margrove et al. (2014) found that 64% of untrained university staff members expressed a 
desire to receive training to recognize warning signs of mental health disorders in students.
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     Past investigators extended the line of research on the utility of faculty members as gatekeepers 
by identifying demographic differences by gender and help-seeking history (previous attendance in 
counseling) in faculty members’ tendency to support college student mental health (Kalkbrenner & 
Carlisle, 2019; Kalkbrenner & Sink, 2018). In particular, Kalkbrenner and Sink (2018) identified gender 
as a significant predictor of faculty-to-student counseling referrals, with faculty who identified as 
female more likely to make faculty-to-student referrals to the counseling center compared to their male 
counterparts. Similarly, Kalkbrenner and Carlisle (2019) found that faculty members’ awareness of 
warning signs for mental distress in students was a significant positive predictor of faculty-to-student 
referrals to the counseling center. In addition, faculty members with a help-seeking history (previous 
attendance in counseling) were significantly more aware of warning signs for mental distress in their 
students compared to faculty without a help-seeking history (Kalkbrenner & Carlisle, 2019).

Faculty Members’ Responses to Encountering a Student in Mental Distress
     Despite the growing body of literature on institutional agents’ participation in gatekeeper training (i.e., 
recognize and refer), research on the measurement and appraisal of how faculty members are likely to 
respond when encountering a student in mental distress is in its infancy. The results of a recent national 
survey of college students (N = 51,294) and faculty members (N = 14,548) were troubling, as 63% of faculty 
members did not refer a student in psychological distress to mental health support services (Albright & 
Schwartz, 2017). Making a referral to the university counseling center is one possible response of students 
and faculty members to encountering a peer or student in mental distress (Kalkbrenner & Sink, 2018). 
However, the findings of Albright and Schwartz (2017) highlight a gap in the literature regarding how 
university community members are likely to respond when encountering a student in mental distress, 
including but not limited to making a faculty-to-student referral to the college counseling center.

     To begin filling this gap in the literature, Kalkbrenner and Flinn (2020) developed, validated, and cross-
validated scores on the MDRS to assess 4-year university students’ responses to encountering a student 
in mental distress, including but not limited to making a referral to mental health support services. In a 
series of two major phases of psychometric analyses, Kalkbrenner and Flinn identified and confirmed 
two dimensions or subscales of the MDRS, including Diminish/Avoid and Approach/Encourage, with 
two large samples of undergraduate students. The Diminish/Avoid subscale measures adverse or inactive 
responses of university community members to encountering a student in mental distress (e.g., stay away 
from the person or warn the person that mental issues are perceived as a weakness). The Approach/
Encourage subscale appraises facilitative or helpful responses of university community members when 
encountering a student in mental distress that are likely to help connect the person to resources (e.g., 
talking to a college counselor or suggesting that the person go to the campus counseling or health center). 
However, the psychometric properties of the MDRS have not been tested with faculty members. If found 
valid for such purposes, the MDRS could be a useful tool that college counselors and their constituents 
can use to screen and promote faculty-to-student referrals to mental health support services. In particular, 
the following research questions were posed: (1) Does the two-dimensional hypothesized MDRS model 
fit with a sample of faculty members? and (2) To what extent are there demographic differences in faculty 
members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress?

Method

Participants and Procedures
     Data were collected electronically from faculty members using Qualtrics, a secure e-survey platform. 
A nonprobability sampling procedure was used by sending a recruitment email message with an 
electronic link to the survey to 1,000 faculty members who were teaching at least one course at a research-
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intensive, mid-Atlantic public university at the time of data collection. A total of 221 faculty members 
clicked on the electronic link to the survey and 11 responses were omitted from the data set because 
of 100% missing data, resulting in a useable sample size of 210, yielding a response rate of 21%. This 
response rate is consistent with the response rates of other investigators (e.g., Brockelman & Scheyett, 
2015; Kalkbrenner & Carlisle, 2019) who conducted survey research with faculty members. For gender, 
58% (n = 122) identified as female, 41% (n = 86) as male, and 0.5% (n = 1) as non-binary or third gender, 
and 0.5% (n = 1) did not specify their gender. For ethnicity, 79.0% (n = 166) identified as Caucasian, 6.2% 
(n = 11) as African American, 3.8% (n = 8) as Hispanic or Latinx, 2.9% (n = 6) as Asian, 2.9% (n = 6) as 
multiethnic, 0.5% (n = 1) as Hindu, and 0.5% (n = 1) as Irish, and 5.2% (n = 11) did not specify their ethnic 
identity. Participants ranged in age from 31 to 78 (M = 50; SD = 11). Participants represented all of the 
academic colleges in the university, including 28.6% (n = 60) Arts and Letters, 22.9% (n = 48) Education, 
18.1% (n = 38) Sciences, 12.9% (n = 27) Health Sciences, 9% (n = 19) Engineering and Technology, and 7.6% 
(n = 16) Business, while 1% (n = 2) of participants did not specify their college.

Instrumentation
Demographic questionnaire 
     Following informed consent, participants were asked to indicate that they met the inclusion 
criteria for participation, including (1) employment as a faculty member, and (2) teaching at least 
one course at the time of data collection. Participants then responded to a succession of demographic 
items about their gender, ethnicity, age, academic college, and highest level of education completed. 
Lastly, respondents indicated their rank and help-seeking history (previous attendance in counseling 
or no previous attendance in counseling) and if they had referred at least one student to mental 
health support services.

Mental Distress Response Scale (MDRS)
     The MDRS is a screening tool comprised of two subscales (Approach/Encourage and Diminish/
Avoid) for measuring university community members’ responses to encountering a student in mental 
distress (Kalkbrenner & Flinn, 2020). The items that mark the Approach/Encourage subscale appraise 
responses to mental distress that are consistent with providing support and encouragement to a 
student in mental distress (e.g., “suggest that they go to the health center on campus”). The Diminish/
Avoid subscale measures adverse or inactive responses to encountering a student in mental distress 
(e.g., “try to ignore your concern”). Kalkbrenner and Flinn (2020) found adequate reliability evidence 
for an attitudinal measure (α > 0.70) and initial validity evidence for the MDRS in two major phases of 
analyses (exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis [CFA]) with two samples of college students. 
Kalkbrenner (2019) extended the line of research on the utility of the MDRS for use with community 
college students and found adequate reliability (α > 0.80) and validity evidence (single and multiple-
group confirmatory analysis).

Data Analysis
     A CFA based on structural equation modeling was computed using IBM SPSS Amos version 25 to 
cross-validate scores on the MDRS with a sample of faculty members (research question #1). Using 
a maximum likelihood estimation method, the following goodness-of-fit indices and thresholds for 
defining model fit were investigated based on the recommendations of Byrne (2016) and Hooper et al. 
(2008): Chi square absolute fit index (CMIN, non-significant p-value with an x2/df ratio < 3), comparative 
fit index (CFI > 0.95), incremental fit index (IFI > 0.95), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI > 0.95), goodness-of-fit 
index (GFI > 0.95), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA < 0.07), and standardized root 
mean square residual (SRMR < 0.08). Based on the findings of past investigators (e.g., Kalkbrenner 
& Sink, 2018) regarding demographic differences in faculty members’ propensity to support college 
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student mental health, a 2 X 2 (gender X help-seeking history) MANOVA was computed to investigate 
demographic differences in faculty members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress 
(research question #2). The independent variables included gender (male or female) and help-seeking 
history (previous attendance in counseling or no previous attendance in counseling). Discriminant 
analysis was used as the post hoc procedure for significant findings in the MANOVA (Warne, 2014). The 
researcher examined both main effects and interaction effects and applied Bonferroni adjustments to 
control for the familywise error rate.

Results

CFA
     The researcher ensured that the data set met the necessary assumptions for CFA (Byrne, 2016; 
Field, 2018). A missing values analysis revealed that less than 5% of data was missing for all MDRS 
items. Little’s Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test revealed that the data was missing at 
random: χ2 (387) = 407.98, p = 0.22. Expectation maximization was used to impute missing values. 
Outliers were winsorized (Field, 2018) and skewness and kurtosis values for the MDRS items (see 
Table 1) were largely consistent with a normal distribution (+ 1; Mvududu & Sink, 2013). Inter-item 
correlations between the 10 items were favorable for CFA, and Mahalanobis d2 indices revealed no 
extreme multivariate outliers. The researcher ensured that the sample size was sufficient for CFA by 
following the guidelines provided by Mvududu and Sink (2013), including at least 10 participants per 
estimated parameter with a sample > 200.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for MDRS Items

Item Content   M SD Skew Kurtosis
1. I would stay away from this person 49.83 9.46 1.11 0.22
2. Suggest that they go to the health center on campus 50.15 9.48 -0.60 -0.08
3. Try to ignore your concern 49.74 9.08 1.07 1.08
4. Take them to a party 49.21 3.11 0.70 0.81
5. Tell them to “tough it out” because they will feel better over time 49.73 8.94 1.32 1.26
6. Suggest that they see a medical doctor on campus 50.00 9.98 -0.24 -0.06
7. Avoid this person 49.70 9.02 1.80 1.33
8. Suggest that they see a medical doctor in the community 50.00 9.98 -0.49 -0.10
9. Warn the person that others are likely to see their mental health issues 

as a weakness
49.31 7.14 1.90 1.59

10. Talk to a counselor about your concern 50.00 9.97 -0.83 0.15
SEKurtosis = 0.15, SESkewness = 0.17.

Note. Values were winsorized and reported as standardized t-scores (M = 50; SD = 10). 

     The 10 MDRS items (see Table 1) were entered in the CFA. A strong model fit emerged based on the 
GFI recommended by Byrne (2016) and Hooper et al. (2008). The CMIN absolute fit index demonstrated 
no significant differences between the hypothesized model and the data: χ2 (34) = 42.41, p = 0.15, CMIN/df 
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= 1.25. In addition, the CFI = 0.98, GFI = 0.96, IFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.03, 90% confidence interval  
[<.00, .06], and SRMR = 0.05 also demonstrated a strong model fit. Internal consistency reliability analyses 
(Cronbach’s coefficient alpha) revealed satisfactory reliability coefficients for an attitudinal measure, 
Diminish/Avoid (α = 0.73) and Approach/Encourage (α = 0.70). In addition, the path model coefficient 
(-0.04) between factors supported the structural validity of the scales (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Confirmatory Factor Analysis Path Diagram for the Mental Distress Response Scale

Multivariate Analysis
     A 2 X 2 (gender X help-seeking history) MANOVA was computed to investigate demographic 
differences in faculty members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress (research 
question #2). G*Power was used to conduct an a priori power analysis (Faul et al., 2007) and revealed 
that a minimum sample size of 151 would provide a 95% power estimate, α = .05, with a moderate 
effect size, F2(v) = 0.063. A significant main effect emerged for gender: F(3, 196) = 8.27, p < 0.001, Wilks’ 
λ = 0.92, 2

pη  = 0.08. The MANOVA was followed up with a post hoc discriminant analysis based on 
the recommendations of Warne (2014). The discriminant function significantly discriminated between 
groups: Wilks’ λ = 0.91, X2 = 18.85, df = 2, p < 0.001. The correlations between the latent factors and 
discriminant function showed that Diminish/Avoid loaded more strongly on the function (r = 0.98) 
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than Approach/Encourage (r = 0.29), suggesting that Diminish/Avoid contributed the most to group 
separation in gender. The mean discriminant score on the function was -0.27 for participants who 
identified as female and 0.37 for participants who identified as male.

Discussion

     The results of tests of internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha), CFA, and 
correlations between factors supported the psychometric properties of the MDRS with a sample of 
faculty members. The results of the CFA were promising as GFI demonstrated a strong model fit 
between the two-dimensional hypothesized MDRS model and a sample of faculty members (research 
question #1). In particular, based on one of the most conservative and rigorous absolute fit indices, the 
CMIN (Byrne, 2016; Credé & Harms, 2015), the researchers retained the null hypothesis—there were 
no significant differences between the hypothesized factor structure of the MDRS and a sample of 
faculty members. The strong model fit suggests that Approach/Encourage and Diminish/Avoid are two 
latent variables that comprise faculty members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress. 
The findings of the CFA add to the extant literature about the utility of the MDRS for use with 4-year 
university students (Kalkbrenner & Flinn, 2020), community college students (Kalkbrenner, 2019), and 
now with faculty members.

     An investigation of the path model coefficient between subscales (see Figure 1) revealed a small and 
negative association between factors, which supports the structural validity of the MDRS. In particular, 
the low and negative relationship between the Approach/Encourage and Diminish/Avoid subscales 
indicates that the dimensions of the MDRS are measuring discrete dimensions of a related construct. 
As expected, faculty members who scored higher on the Approach/Encourage subscale tended to score 
lower on the Diminish/Avoid subscale. However, the low strength of the association between factors 
suggests that faculty members’ responses to encountering a student in mental distress might not 
always be linear (e.g., a strong positive approach/encourage response might not always be associated 
with a strong negative diminish/avoid response). Haines et al. (2017) demonstrated that factors in 
the environment and temperament of a person showing signs of mental distress were significant 
predictors of mental health support staff’s perceptions of work safety. It is possible that under one set 
of circumstances faculty members might have an approach/encourage response to mental distress. 
However, under a difference set of circumstances, a faculty member might have a diminish/avoid 
response. For example, the extent to which a faculty member feels threatened or unsafe might mediate 
their propensity of having diminish/avoid or approach/encourage responses. Future research is 
needed to evaluate this possibility.

     Consistent with the findings of previous researchers (Kalkbrenner & Carlisle, 2019; Kalkbrenner & 
Sink, 2018), the present investigators found that faculty members who identified as male were more 
likely to report a diminish/avoid response to encountering a student in mental distress compared to 
female faculty members. Similarly, Kalkbrenner and Sink (2018) found that male faculty members 
were less likely to make faculty-to-student referrals to the counseling center, and Kalkbrenner and 
Carlisle (2019) found that male faculty members were less likely to recognize warning signs of mental 
distress in college students. Similarly, the multivariate results of the present investigation revealed 
that male faculty members were more likely to report a diminish/avoid response to encountering a 
student in mental distress when compared to female faculty members. The synthesized findings of 
Kalkbrenner and Carlisle (2019), Kalkbrenner and Sink (2018), and the present investigation suggest 
that faculty members who identify as male might be less likely to recognize and refer a student in 
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mental distress to mental health support services. The MDRS has valuable implications for enhancing 
the practice of professional counselors in college settings.

Implications for Counseling Practice

     Outreach, consultation, and psychoeducation are essential components in the practice of college 
counselors (Brunner et al., 2014; Golightly et al., 2017). The findings of the present investigation have 
a number of practical implications for enhancing college counselors’ outreach and psychoeducation 
work—for example, gatekeeper workshops geared toward promoting faculty-to-student referrals to 
mental health support resources. The complex and multidimensional nature of college student mental 
health issues calls for interdisciplinary collaboration between college counselors and professionals in 
a variety of disciplinary orientations in higher education (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2011; Hodges et 
al., 2017). College counselors can take leadership roles in coordinating these collaborative efforts to 
support college student mental health. In particular, college counselors can work with student affairs 
officials, higher education administrators, and their constituents, and attend new faculty orientations as 
well as department meetings to administer the MDRS, establish relationships with faculty, and discuss 
the benefits of gatekeeper training as well as supporting college student mental health. The results of 
the MDRS can be used to gain insight into the types of responses that faculty members are likely to 
have when encountering a student in mental distress. This information can be used to structure the 
content of gatekeeper training workshops aimed at promoting faculty-to-student referrals to mental 
health support services. Specifically, college counselors might consider the utility of integrating 
brief interventions and skills training components into gatekeeper training workshops. Motivational 
interviewing, for example, is an evidence-based, brief approach to counseling that includes both person-
centered and directive underpinnings with utility for increasing clients’ intrinsic motivation to make 
positive changes in their lives (Iarussi, 2013; Resnicow & McMaster, 2012). Professional counselors 
who practice in higher education are already using motivational interviewing to promote college 
student development and mental health (Iarussi, 2013). Although future research is needed, integrating 
motivational interviewing principles (e.g., expressing empathy, rolling with resistance, developing 
discrepancies, and supporting self-efficacy; Iarussi, 2013) into gatekeeper training workshops might 
increase faculty members’ commitment to supporting college student mental health.

     The MDRS has the potential to enhance college counselors’ outreach and mental health screening 
efforts (Golightly et al., 2017). College counselors can incorporate the MDRS into batteries of 
pretest/posttest measures (e.g., the MDRS with a referral self-efficacy measure) for evaluating the 
effectiveness of mental health awareness initiatives and gatekeeper training programs for faculty and 
other members of the campus community. If administered widely, the MDRS might have utility for 
assessing faculty members’ responses to students in mental distress across time and among various 
campus ecological systems, providing data to drive the prioritization and allocation of outreach 
efforts aimed at facilitating and maintaining referral networks for connecting students in mental 
distress to support services.

     The results of the present study have policy implications related to campus violence prevention 
programming. The sharp increase in campus violence incidents has resulted in several universities 
implementing threat assessment teams as a harm-prevention measure (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 
2011). Threat assessment teams involve an interdisciplinary collaboration of university faculty 
and staff for the purposes of recognizing and responding to students who are at risk of posing a 
threat to themselves or to others. College counselors can take leadership roles in establishing and 
supporting threat assessment teams at their universities. College counselors can administer the 
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MDRS to faculty and staff and use the results as one way to identify potential threat assessment 
team members. University community members who score higher on the Approach/Encourage scale 
might be inclined to serve on threat assessment teams because of their propensity to support college 
student mental health. The brevity (10 questions) and versatility of administration (paper copy or 
electronically via laptop, smartphone, or tablet) of the MDRS adds to the practicality of the measure. 
Specifically, it might be practical for college counselors and their constituents to administer the MDRS 
during new faculty orientations, annual opening programs, or department meetings, or via email to 
faculty and staff. Results can potentially be used to recruit threat assessment team members.

     Our findings indicate that when compared to their female counterparts, male faculty members 
might be more likely to have a diminish/avoid response when encountering a student in mental 
distress. College counselors might consider working collaboratively with student affairs professionals 
to implement gatekeeper training and mental health awareness workshops in academic departments 
that are comprised of high proportions of male faculty members. It is possible that male faculty 
members are unaware of how to identify warning signs of mental distress in their students 
(Kalkbrenner & Carlisle, 2019). College counselors might consider the utility of distributing 
psychoeducation resources for recognizing students in mental distress to faculty and staff. As just 
one example, the REDFLAGS model is an acronym of eight red flags or warning signs for identifying 
students who might be struggling with mental health issues (Kalkbrenner, 2016). Kalkbrenner and 
Carlisle (2019) demonstrated that the REDFLAGS model is a promising psychoeducational tool, as 
faculty members’ awareness of the red flags was a significant positive predictor of faculty-to-student 
referrals to the counseling center. The REDFLAGS model appears to be a practical resource for 
college counselors that can be distributed to faculty electronically or by paper copy, or posted as a 
flyer (Kalkbrenner, 2016; Kalkbrenner & Carlisle, 2019).

Limitations and Future Research
     The findings of the present study should be considered within the context of the limitations. A 
number of methodological limitations (e.g., self-report bias and social desirability) can influence 
the validity of psychometric designs. In addition, the dichotomous nature of the faculty-to-student 
counseling referral variable (referred or not referred) did not provide data on the frequency of 
referrals. Future researchers should use a continuous variable (e.g., the number of student referrals to 
the counseling center in the past 2 years) to appraise faculty-to-student referrals. Future researchers 
can further test the psychometric properties of the MDRS through cross-validating scores on 
the measure with additional, unique populations of faculty members from a variety of different 
geographic and social locations. Invariance testing can be computed to examine the degree to which 
the MDRS and its dimensions maintain psychometric equivalence across different populations of 
faculty members. In addition, the criterion validity of the MDRS can be examined by testing the 
extent to which respondents’ MDRS scores are predictors of their frequency of student referrals to 
the counseling center and to other resources. Furthermore, future qualitative research is needed to 
investigate faculty members’ unique experiences around supporting college student mental health.

     The low and negative association between the Approach/Encourage and Diminish/Avoid subscales 
suggests that faculty members might have an approach/encourage response to encountering a 
student in mental distress under one set of circumstances; however, they might have a diminish/
avoid response under a difference set of circumstances. Future investigators might test the extent to 
which attitudinal variables mediate respondents’ MDRS scores—for example, the extent to which 
faculty members’ sense of safety predicts their MDRS scores. In addition, given the widespread 
public perception of individuals living with mental illness as violent and dangerous (Varshney et 
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al., 2016), future researchers might identify demographic and background differences (particularly 
mental health stigma) among participants’ MDRS scores.

Summary and Conclusion

     Mental health outreach and screening are essential components in the practice of college counselors, 
including training referral agents to recognize and refer students who might be struggling with mental 
health distress to support services (Golightly et al., 2017). Taken together, the results of the present 
study indicate that the MDRS and its dimensions were estimated sufficiently with a sample of faculty 
members. Our findings confirmed the two-dimensional hypothesized model for the types of responses 
that faculty might have when encountering a student showing signs of mental distress. In particular, 
the results of a CFA provided support for the MDRS and its dimensions, confirming a two-dimensional 
construct for the types of responses (approach/encourage and diminish/avoid) that faculty members 
might have when encountering a student in mental distress. Considering the utility of faculty members 
as gatekeepers and referral agents (Hodges et al., 2017; Kalkbrenner, 2016), researchers, practitioners, 
and policymakers may find the MDRS a useful screening tool for identifying the ways in which faculty 
members are likely to respond when encountering a student in mental distress. Results can be used to 
inform the content of mental health awareness initiatives and gatekeeper training programs aimed at 
promoting approach/encourage responses to connect students who need mental health support to the 
appropriate resources.
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Providing treatment to survivors of human trafficking requires mental health professionals to understand 
complex layers of multiple traumas. These layers include an understanding of how trafficking occurs; 
what gender, ages, sexual orientations, life circumstances, and ethnicities are most at risk to be trafficked; 
the lasting impact of trafficking on human development, mental health, and family relationships; and the 
stigma victims face from their own families, communities, and mental health providers. These survivors 
suffer from physical ailments and post-traumatic stress disorder, and they are at high risk for developing 
comorbid disorders such as depression and addiction disorders. Integrated treatment options to alleviate 
these concerns, including cognitive behavioral therapy, trauma-focused therapy, ecologically focused 
therapy, and family therapy, are presented.

Keywords: human trafficking, trauma, post-traumatic stress disorder, addiction disorder, sexual orientation 
 
 
     Human trafficking is often referred to as modern-day slavery and is found in every corner of the 
globe (Cecchet & Thoburn, 2014; Department of Homeland Security [DHS], n.d.; Gerassi, 2015; Hardy 
et al., 2013; Hodge, 2014; Litam, 2017; Polaris, n.d.-b; Sanchez & Stark, 2014; Zimmerman & Kiss, 
2017). The United Nations defines trafficking as: 
 
     the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or  
     use of force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or  
     of a position of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the  
     consent of a person having control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. (Office of the  
     High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2000, article 3, para. 1) 
 
The International Labour Office (2017) has estimated that 40.3 million people are victims of modern-
day slavery throughout the world. This means that one person in every 1,000 is being victimized 
through modern-day slavery. Offering high rewards with minimal risk, human trafficking is a 
profitable and fast-growing criminal enterprise. Human trafficking profits surpass illegal arms 
trafficking and are second only to drug trafficking (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; Greer & Davidson 
Dyle, 2014; UNICEF USA, 2017). The International Labour Office (2014) has estimated that the profits 
from human trafficking are $150 billion a year, of which $99 billion comes from sexual exploitation.

     The DHS reported that the crime of human trafficking is often hidden in plain sight in both legal 
and illegal industries; victims can be any gender, sexual orientation, age, and nationality, including 
documented or undocumented immigrants (DHS, n.d.; Rothman et al., 2017). However, statistics 
on human trafficking within the United States are lacking (DHS, n.d.; Gerassi, 2015; Miller-Perrin & 
Wurtele, 2017; Varma et al., 2015), and a uniform system of collecting data to identify victims currently 
does not exist, which increases the difficulty of obtaining accurate data (Gerassi, 2015; Miller-Perrin & 
Wurtele, 2017). Additional factors that contribute to the underreporting of human trafficking include 
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legal and social services that are not readily accessible to victims, fear of punishment from traffickers, 
and fear or distrust of law enforcement. Moreover, some victims may not even recognize themselves as 
being the victims of human trafficking (De Chesnay, 2013; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017).

     Human trafficking is a crime that inflicts complex layers of trauma on victims and survivors. 
The goal of this article is to provide mental health professionals with a systemic view of this crime 
from various perspectives so that they can implement wraparound-focused treatment plans. The 
perspectives adopted include how individuals become trafficked, sociocultural factors, the impact on 
the victims’ development and mental health, family relationships, and the stigma victims face from 
communities and their families. Having knowledge of these complex factors will allow mental health 
professionals to devise trauma-sensitive approaches to treat survivors of human trafficking. For the 
purpose of this paper, the term victims refers to individuals who are actively under the control of the 
trafficker, and the term survivors refers to individuals who are no longer being exploited.

     Sexual exploitation and forced labor are two of the most common forms of human trafficking 
(Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; De Chesnay, 2013; Greer & Davidson Dyle, 2014; Hodge, 2014; 
Martinez & Kelle, 2013; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; U.S. Department of State, 2017). Human 
Rights First (2017) reported that 19% of human trafficking victims are trafficked for sex, and yet sex 
trafficking accounts for 66% of trafficking profits worldwide. Sex trafficking includes a wide variety 
of traditionally accepted forms of labor, including commercial sex, exotic dancing, and pornography. 
It is a form of oppression placing men, women, and children throughout the world at risk of sexual 
exploitation (Litam, 2017; Polaris, n.d.-a; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017).

     Traffickers treat victims’ bodies as resources to be used and repeatedly sold for money or goods such 
as pornography, cigarettes, drugs, clothing, and shelter (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; Greer & Davidson 
Dyle, 2014; Litam, 2017; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; Sanchez & Stark, 2014). International trafficking 
often receives more attention; however, most trafficking occurs domestically within the same country 
(Martinez & Kelle, 2013; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017). Furthermore, trafficking does not have to include 
crossing a state line, nor does it necessarily involve moving locations (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014). 
Domestic minor sex trafficking is flourishing in every region, state, and community in the United States 
(Countryman-Roswurm & Bolin, 2014), with Midwestern cities showing increased rates of recruitment; 
such cities have access to several highways to transport victims to destination cities, including Detroit, 
Chicago, and Las Vegas, where demand for sexual exploitation is highest (Litam, 2017).

     Sex trafficking has been linked not only to escort and massage services, strip clubs, and 
pornography, but also to major sporting events, entertainment venues, truck stops, business 
meetings, and conventions (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; Hardy et al., 2013; Litam, 2017). As long 
as demand exists, the opportunity for traffickers to sell victims is limitless. The internet increases the 
convenience and reduces the risk for traffickers and consumers. For instance, although Backpage.com 
was shut down by the U.S. government in 2017 for participating in and profiting from sex trafficking 
advertisements, and other websites like Craigslist began to censor and remove sex advertisements 
(Anthony et al., 2017; Leary, 2018; Peterson et al., 2019), numerous websites are used by traffickers 
not only to lure victims but also to advertise and sell to consumers. These websites include Eros.com, 
Bedpage.com, and social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Tinder, and Grindr 
(Jordan et al., 2013; Litam, 2017; Moore et al., 2017; O’Brien, 2018). The physical and psychological 
abuse victims experience from both traffickers and consumers leaves victims traumatized (Graham et 
al., 2019; Greer & Davidson Dyle, 2014; Litam, 2017; Moore et al., 2017; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017).
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The Victims of Trafficking

     One out of every four victims of human trafficking is a child (International Labour Office, 2017), 
and these children are often found in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems, and runaway and 
homeless youth shelters (Moore et al., 2017; U.S. Department of State, 2017). In 2016, it was estimated 
that one out of six runaways was a victim of sex trafficking and 86% had been in foster care or social 
services when they ran away (Polaris, n.d.-a). Runaway youth are usually approached by traffickers 
within 48 hours of living on the street (Jordan et al., 2013). Traffickers recruit runaway or homeless 
children into trafficking rings, exposing them to extreme forms of abuse that result in many being 
killed from the violence inflicted or from diseases acquired through sexual abuse (Litam, 2017).

     Sex trafficking is prevalent throughout the world, affecting men, women, children, families, and 
communities. Individuals also are trafficked for various other purposes, including domestic service, 
agricultural work, commercial fishing, the textile industry, construction, mining, factory work, and 
petty crime (U.S. Department of State, 2017; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017). Although men have been 
confirmed to be victims in all areas of trafficking, they are disproportionately subjected to forced labor, 
whereas women and children account for the majority of sexually exploited victims (International 
Labour Office, 2017). Although trafficking occurs in all parts of the world and can affect anyone, 
several factors increase the risk of trafficking, including gang activity, a history of childhood abuse, and 
poverty. Substance abuse also plays a key role (De Chesnay, 2013; Moore et al., 2017; O’Brien, 2018).

Addiction
     Substance abuse within families is a risk factor for children becoming the victims of trafficking 
(Hardy et al., 2013; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017). Parents or other family members with an 
addiction can force youth into sexual exploitation, selling or trading them to support their drug 
addiction (De Chesnay, 2013; Litam, 2017). Traffickers often force substance use on victims in order 
to control and sexually exploit them (De Chesnay, 2013; Gerassi, 2015; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 
2013; Litam, 2017; Moore et al., 2017). Substance abuse also may be a way for trafficking victims to 
cope with the abuse they endure (Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017).

     Trafficking victims who engage in substance abuse usually experience detrimental personal 
outcomes, including an increased likelihood of engaging in high-risk behaviors (i.e., unprotected 
sex), infection from needles, and overdosing (Gerassi, 2015; Zimmerman et al., 2011). They often 
commit drug-related crimes for their trafficker and are therefore at risk of arrest and conviction for 
prostitution and drug offenses (Litam, 2017; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; Zimmerman et al., 2011). 
Arrests, drug charges, substance abuse, and violent clients can trap trafficking victims in a vicious 
circle of re-traumatization by their traffickers, their potentially abusive consumers, and the criminal 
justice system (Gerassi, 2015; Zimmerman et al., 2011).

Impact on Physical and Mental Health
     A concern for children who fall prey to sex trafficking is the impact these experiences have on their 
development. Not only are victims affected by educational deprivation, but trafficking also causes 
serious harm to their psychological, spiritual, and emotional development (Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 
2017; Rafferty, 2008; Sanchez & Stark, 2014). Child victims suffer from an increased risk of several 
emotional problems such as guilt, shame, anxiety, hopelessness, and loss of self-esteem (Miller-Perrin 
& Wurtele, 2017; Rafferty, 2008). Some of the mental health consequences for child victims include 
depression, dissociation, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), eating disorders, somatization, poor 
attachment, antisocial behaviors, substance use disorders, self-harm, and suicidality (Kiss et al., 2015; 
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Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; Rafferty, 2008). Furthermore, because of the exposure to the violence 
and sexual assault linked to trafficking, child victims have been found to be at higher risk of sexually 
transmitted infections, reproductive health problems from unsafe abortions, fractures, genital 
lacerations, malnutrition, and dental problems (Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017).

     Trafficking poses significant risk to child victims’ long-term mental health. Survivors trafficked 
in childhood report a high prevalence of mental health problems such as depression, anxiety, and 
PTSD. These mental health problems also affect adult victims (Hom & Woods, 2013; Oram et al., 
2016). Among women who have survived trafficking, there are increased rates of anxiety and stress 
disorders, disassociation, depression, personality disorders, low self-esteem, suicidal ideation, and 
poor interpersonal relationships (Sanchez & Stark, 2014). Additionally, somatic symptoms such as 
headaches, fainting, and memory problems are commonly reported among women who are victims 
of trafficking (Oram et al., 2016). A high prevalence of sexually transmitted infections has been 
reported in both men and women (Hom & Woods, 2013; Oram et al., 2016; Sanchez & Stark, 2014). 
Borschmann et al. (2017) found high rates of self-harm among adult victims of human trafficking.

     Pregnancy is a common occurrence for trafficked women (Bick et al., 2017; Gerassi, 2015; Hom & 
Woods, 2013; Oram et al., 2016; Sanchez & Stark, 2014). Several barriers to maternity services have 
been identified for pregnant victims, including traffickers preventing women from seeking care 
and the victims feeling reluctant because they might not have valid documents (Bick et al., 2017). 
Additionally, children and family members are often used by traffickers to threaten and coerce 
victims, which further isolates victims and distances them from their families (Hardy et al., 2013; 
Hodge, 2014; Juabsamai & Taylor, 2018; Sanchez & Stark, 2014).

     Sex trafficking often involves the exploitation of victims by force, and the brutal nature of the 
crime can cause complex mental health problems for victims (Gerassi, 2015; Greer & Davidson Dyle, 
2014; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Litam, 2017). Victims endure high levels of trauma, and 
survivors show increased rates of depression, anxiety, PTSD, and substance use disorders (Gerassi, 
2015). The goal of traffickers is to physically and psychologically break victims down into subservience 
(Hodge, 2014). Not only are victims forced to engage in humiliating sexual acts and use substances, 
but traffickers also use recurrent beatings, rape, and even murder as tactics to control their victims 
(De Chesnay, 2013; Gerassi, 2015; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Litam, 2017). Victims may 
believe that the traffickers have their best interests in mind and develop significant bonds with their 
traffickers, similar to Stockholm syndrome, and may be reluctant to escape (De Chesnay, 2013; Hodge, 
2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Litam, 2017). In addition, victims of sexual exploitation have not only 
endured physical and emotional abuse from their traffickers, but there also is a strong correlation 
with childhood abuse (Gerassi, 2015; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017). However, issues of physical and 
mental health tend to be exacerbated by issues of economic deprivation and racial inequality. These 
factors may act as a catalyst for putting individuals more at risk of human trafficking (Greer, 2013).

Multicultural Considerations
     Sex traffickers often target vulnerable individuals, including runaway and homeless youth; 
victims of domestic abuse or sexual assault; victims of war; and individuals who experience social 
discrimination, including gender, racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic inequality (Anthony et al., 
2017; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017). For example, LGBTQ homeless youth account for 20% of the 
homeless youth population in the United States, yet 58.7% of homeless LGBTQ youth are victims 
of sex trafficking (Martinez & Kelle, 2013). Martinez and Kelle (2013) further noted that this figure 
is significantly higher than the 33.4% of the heterosexual homeless youth. Furthermore, LGBTQ 
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youth are more than seven times more likely to experience acts of violence than their cisgender peers 
(Anthony et al., 2017). Trafficking often affects victims of poverty. Studies of sexual exploitation and 
domestic sex trafficking also have reported higher rates of violence against women of color, especially 
African American women, and undocumented immigrants (Gerassi, 2015; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017).

     Finally, individuals with intellectual disabilities are at risk because of an unfamiliarity with sexual 
activities and an inability to understand the nature of sexual abuse and exploitation (Reid, 2018). As 
a result, such individuals are at a higher risk of becoming victims of trafficking (Greer & Davidson 
Dyle, 2014; Hodge, 2014; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; Reid, 2018).

Returning Home
     Women who have been victims of trafficking have often been found to come from abusive 
households (Gerassi, 2015; Hom & Woods, 2013; O’Brien, 2018; Oram et al., 2016). As a result, once 
victims are free from their traffickers, they have often been found to not only lack social support but 
also lack basic needs such as shelter and financial support (Hom & Woods, 2013; Le, 2017; Oram et al., 
2016). Reconciliation with supportive family often plays a key role for trafficking survivors; however, 
because of stigma, some victims are met with shame and judgment from their families and are not 
welcomed (Hom & Woods, 2013; Juabsamai & Taylor, 2018; McCarthy, 2018; Zimmerman & Kiss, 2017).

     Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for victims to be exploited by someone they know and love. 
Oftentimes a trafficker is a family member, intimate partner, friend, or acquaintance (Gerassi, 2015; 
Hardy et al., 2013; Hom & Woods, 2013; Le, 2017; Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017; Moore et al., 2017),  
which further complicates survivors’ ability to establish trusting relationships. Moreover, law 
enforcement may charge adult victims with prostitution. Not only is the victim caught in legal limbo, 
but they are re-victimized by law enforcement (Sanchez & Stark, 2014). Finally, female survivors 
who socialize with men after being freed from their traffickers have reported being triggered with 
memories of their abusive experiences, further affecting their ability to develop healthy, stable 
relationships and social support (Hom & Woods, 2013).

     Victims of human trafficking have often been robbed of their identities, had their self-esteem 
demolished, and already experienced physical and psychological abuse before they became victims of 
human traffickers. Once they leave their traffickers, survivors have a variety of immediate, short-, and 
long-term needs that must be addressed to help promote resiliency while they are reintegrating into 
the community (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2019; Hom & Woods, 2013; Le, 2017; 
McCarthy, 2018; O’Brien, 2018; Twigg, 2017). Immediate needs include ensuring safety; finding medical 
care, food, shelter, clothing, and counseling; and acquiring identification, language interpretation 
services, and legal and immigration assistance (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2019; Hom 
& Woods, 2013; McCarthy, 2018; Polaris, n.d.-a; Twigg, 2017). Education, employment, and establishing 
friendships have been identified as vital ongoing needs to successfully alleviate stress while reintegrating 
into the community (Hom & Woods, 2013; McCarthy, 2018; O’Brien, 2018; Polaris, n.d.-a; Twigg, 2017). 
However, it is important to note that survivors are often met with substantial challenges while seeking 
basic services. For instance, many programs may be underfunded or ill-equipped to handle the high 
demand for services (Polaris, n.d.-a). This reaffirms the crucial need to meet survivors with empathetic 
and nonjudgmental attitudes to help prevent re-victimization and a return to traffickers (Anthony et al., 
2018; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; McCarthy, 2018).

     Family support can provide survivors with significant protection while reintegrating into the 
community. Reconnecting with family typically increases the likelihood of a sustainable return process 
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(McCarthy, 2018; Twigg, 2017). However, reconciliation might require a careful approach, as the process 
can be met with difficulties, including stigma, dysfunctional family environments, or the family’s direct 
involvement with the victim’s trafficking (Le, 2017; McCarthy, 2018; Twigg, 2017; Zimmerman & Kiss, 
2017). In some cases, shame within a cultural context is a prohibitive factor for many to return to their 
families because of the association with prostitution or having been trafficked (Hom & Woods, 2013). 
As a result, it is necessary to provide comprehensive, culturally sensitive interventions for trafficking 
survivors (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Le, 2017; McCarthy, 2018). Family continues to be 
essential to survivors’ sense of identity, and, upon return, cultural beliefs and values that previously 
formed their self-concept remain influential to survivors (Le, 2017). Many women have noted that 
marriage and children play an integral role in successfully reintegrating into their community and 
gaining acceptance from family members (McCarthy, 2018). However, issues of economic deprivation 
and racial inequality act as a barrier to successful community reintegration and put an individual at 
higher risk for trafficking (Greer, 2013).

     This brief literature review has confirmed that victims of human trafficking suffer from a wide 
array of mental health concerns, including PTSD, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse, and from 
stigma associated with being victims of human trafficking. Mental health treatment should address 
these complex concerns and provide for comprehensive assessment and treatment planning. 
 
Treatment Challenges 

     Working with trafficked clients poses a series of challenges for counselors because an intervention 
modality specific to sex-trafficked survivors has yet to be developed (Hopper et al., 2018; Jordan et 
al., 2013). Treatments are borrowed from evidence-based interventions initially developed for PTSD, 
domestic violence, and captivity, and a holistic approach is essential (De Chesnay, 2013; Hom & 
Woods, 2013; Jordan et al., 2013). Four essential practices for providers include ensuring safety and 
confidentiality, engagement of trauma-informed care, performing a comprehensive needs assessment, 
and delivery of comprehensive case management that coordinates physical and mental health and 
legal services. As a result of the multiple traumas trafficking victims endure, the path to restoring 
wellness is often long and complex, requiring additional time and patience from mental health 
counselors (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013).

     Mental health counselors should conduct a needs assessment to identify the physical, emotional, 
and spiritual needs of trafficking survivors (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013). Survivors are often 
in need of medical treatment, as traffickers do not bother with preventative care or what they may 
consider minor treatment and only allow victims to seek treatment when a condition interferes with 
earning money (De Chesnay, 2013). Similarly, survivors are often resistant to seek help from mental 
health providers because of fear of physical violence or threats of retaliation from their traffickers if they 
disclose their circumstances (De Chesnay, 2013; Hodge, 2014; Litam, 2017). Survivor-centered approaches 
are recommended initially to acknowledge and validate the survivor’s experience, give the survivor 
control, and build a sense of safety and trust (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Twigg, 2017).

     However, after months or years of abuse, trafficking survivors often need a wide array of services 
to meet their distinctive needs (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; McCarthy, 2018; Polaris, n.d.-a). 
The U.S. government has enacted several policies to help victims of trafficking, including the Victims 
of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, which allows victims who have been trafficked 
from abroad to be issued visas, enabling them to reside in the United States (Davy, 2016; Hodge, 
2014). Survivors need to be met with nonjudgmental attitudes, acceptance, understanding, and 
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genuine concern, and they should be slowly encouraged to take on risks associated with leaving their 
traffickers (Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; McCarthy, 2018). Providing survivors with emotional 
support and encouragement opposes the isolated world created by their trafficker. Survivors have 
explained that street outreach programs can play an essential role in establishing contact, allowing 
victims to become aware of the resources available and begin breaking down the sense of isolation 
(Hom & Woods, 2013). Additionally, it is vital to empower survivors so that they can understand they 
are in control (Anthony et al., 2018; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Twigg, 2017). Research on 
resiliency has found creativity, humor, flexibility, and movement are important factors in improving 
self-esteem, prosocial behaviors, and hope among traumatized individuals (Litam, 2017).

Evidence-Based Treatment 
     Counselors working with trafficking survivors should be equipped to use several trauma-sensitive 
interventions to assist with the individual needs of each survivor (Busch-Armendariz et al., 2014; 
De Chesnay, 2013; Hardy et al., 2013; Hodge, 2014; Hom & Woods, 2013; Litam, 2017; Miller-Perrin 
& Wurtele, 2017; Twigg, 2017). Trauma-sensitive interventions recognize safety as the foundation 
for working with individuals to end self-harm, develop trusting relationships, overcome obstacles, 
leave dangerous situations, and promote wellness (Hopper et al., 2018). Although it may be painful 
for trafficking survivors to verbalize their traumatic experiences, creative therapies offer alternative 
methods of communication and expression (De Chesnay, 2013; Litam, 2017).

     Although evidence-based practices for treating sex-trafficking survivors are not widespread, 
counseling techniques exist that have been shown to be effective with child sex abuse victims, including 
trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy and dialectical trauma-focused cognitive behavior therapy 
(De Chesnay, 2013; Twigg, 2017). Similarly, participating in group counseling can empower survivors of 
sex trafficking and provide them with an opportunity to share their experiences, generating a sense of 
community and support (Hopper et al., 2018). Peer support has been noted to be a vital component of 
intervention, both as a motivating factor to remain in treatment and as help in the prevention of survivors 
returning to their traffickers (De Chesnay, 2013; Litam, 2017; Twigg, 2017). Furthermore, discussing 
stigmatized topics within group settings can help reduce shame, as it is common for trafficked survivors 
to feel that no one else has gone through similar situations (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014; Litam, 2017). 
Having a setting to address the shame can help survivors recognize the commonality of their experiences 
and build support (Countryman-Roswurm & Bolin, 2014; Litam, 2017). 
 
Family Therapy 
 
     As human trafficking affects individuals, families, and communities, it is necessary to adopt 
treatment models that engage families and communities as well as individual-based treatment 
models. Twigg (2017) found that survivors require and benefit from therapeutic support in order 
to achieve successful family and community reunification. However, like individual treatment, 
family therapy models specific to human trafficking survivors do not exist, but current family 
therapy models developed around trauma could be adapted for use with human trafficking 
survivors. Apsche et al. (2008) developed Family Mode Deactivation Therapy, a cognitive behavior 
family therapy model for use with youth and families in residential treatment that uses ongoing 
assessment and community skill development to reduce the behavioral symptoms associated with 
trauma. The researchers found this model reduced recidivism more effectively than a non–family-
based approach. Hughes (2017) developed an attachment-focused family treatment for children 
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who have experienced developmental trauma. This two-phase treatment provides therapy to a 
caregiver first, then transitions to joint sessions to reframe the trauma experience.

     Similarly, using ecologically based family therapy with individuals involved in sex trafficking has 
been found to improve outcomes for sobriety and depression (Murnan et al., 2018). Agani et al. (2010) 
recommended the use of the linking human systems community resilience model, which is based on 
transgenerational and ecosystemic structural family therapies. This model focuses on identifying the 
strengths of community and family members, bringing them together to encourage their competency 
and using community leaders to solve problems. Other novel approaches to working with survivors 
of crime include the Family Group Project, which involves group therapy aimed at recreating a family 
environment to re-integrate survivors into the community (Allen et al., 2015). 
 
A Survivor’s Story 
 
     Research provides one perspective on the plight of human trafficking victims and survivors, but 
a first-person account provides insight to the worldview of an actual survivor. One of the authors 
met with a human trafficking advocate in order to gain further perspective on the needs of survivors. 
The advocate, who requested that the author provide no identifying information beyond her gender, 
disclosed during the interview that she was a survivor who had been trafficked by her husband. Her 
trafficker had been blackmailing a John, a term commonly used for an exploitive consumer. She was 
arrested during a raid and remained in jail for 3 months because she refused to say anything. She 
explained that it took her a year to build up the strength and courage to testify in court because her 
trafficker blackmailed her. He threatened to tell her family about the exploitative acts and substance 
use, which he forced her to engage in. He would say, “Do you really want your family to know what 
you have been up to?” However, once her family was notified of her predicament, she reported that 
her family members provided emotional support. She explained that it was through their support she 
was able to come forward and testify.

     Although she came forward and testified against her trafficker, she was not viewed as a victim, 
and she was charged with prostitution. As she explained, advocates are trying to change the 
legislation and work with police in her local area so that human trafficking victims are not charged 
with crimes. For instance, not only was she charged with prostitution, but she also had to pay the 
John $3,000, the money her trafficker had stolen from him. Despite never having seen the money, 
she was ordered to repay it and was placed on a repayment schedule. Even more disheartening, her 
trafficker made a plea deal and did not have to repay any money and the charges of trafficking were 
dropped. All these events provide an example of how the legal system can re-victimize a survivor. 
Although she had been the victim of trafficking, which stigmatized her, she also was told that she 
owed money to someone her trafficker had stolen from, thus re-victimizing her.

     The charge of prostitution remained on her record and became something she had to explain 
to potential employers. With the support of her family and by attending therapy, she was able to 
rebuild her life. She had a bachelor’s degree in social work when she met her ex-husband and was 
able to obtain her limited license. She decided to pursue a master’s degree and was once again faced 
with the challenge of disclosing the charge on her record and reliving the trauma of explaining 
what happened. The first university she applied to denied her application, and this placed her in a 
deep depression; however, she was accepted at another university and after graduating became an 
advocate for survivors of human trafficking. She also shared that although it took time to be able to 
trust someone again, she has established an intimate relationship and will soon be married.
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Conclusion

     Counselors treating a human trafficking survivor need to develop a wide-ranging view of 
assessment, treatment, case management, support, advocacy, and termination from counseling. 
Human trafficking survivors suffer from a complex variety of developmental, mental health, and 
social issues that require counselors to not only engage the individual in treatment, but also to act as 
an advocate against stigma within their family and the community.

     The myriad of issues faced by these individuals, from navigating the criminal justice system, coping 
with multiple layers of physical and emotional trauma, overcoming substance abuse, overcoming 
family and community alienation, coping with dual stigmas of human trafficking and mental health 
diagnoses, to finally reintegrating into daily work and life, require counselors to be vigilant in the 
assessment process. Counselors need to consider assessment an ongoing extensive process that should 
occur throughout every session and focus not just on mental health needs, but also on physical health 
and basic needs, and career support. Counselors will need to assess risk of the individual returning 
to the trafficker and have referrals ready to help the client stay safe. Human trafficking survivors will 
need a counselor able to quickly identify short-term crisis needs during long-term treatment.

     When entering the treatment phase, counselors need to research multiple treatment modalities 
that may not directly relate to human trafficking but may support the client. For example, a counselor 
will need to navigate working with substance use, trauma, family issues, and career concerns. 
Counselors will need to widen their view of their role within the therapeutic relationship. Human 
trafficking survivors may require case management services more than long-term counseling when 
first entering care, yet the need to build a strong therapeutic relationship is paramount for ongoing 
treatment. The counselor should consider taking on the case management role as needed to promote 
consistency in the treatment process. As an advocate, the counselor will need to engage multiple 
individuals and systems into the treatment process to ensure comprehensive care. Counseling skills 
aimed at engaging families, law enforcement personnel, legal personnel, and medical professionals 
in treatment are essential for treating survivors. Counselors would also benefit from strength-based 
approaches with this population, as research indicates survivors most benefit from being able to 
identify their own qualities of self-protection and resiliency, which empowers their recovery process. 
This empowerment also allows for a supportive termination process, ensuring that the survivor has 
ongoing access to a support network in order to facilitate long-term recovery.
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This study examined the incidence of intentional nondisclosure by postgraduate, prelicensed counselors 
receiving supervision as they pursue licensure, which has not been previously examined. Examining 
the responses of 107 prelicensed counselors, we found that 95.3% reported withholding some degree of 
information from their supervisors, and 53.3% completely withheld a concern from their supervisors. 
Participants completely withheld supervision-related incidents (e.g., negative reactions to supervisor, 
questioning supervisor’s competency) more frequently than they withheld client-related incidents  
(e.g., clinical mistakes, personal issues). We offer strategies for prelicensed counselors, supervisors, 
counselor educators, and counselor credentialing bodies to reduce intentional nondisclosure. These 
strategies include creating a collaborative environment, developing supervision contracts, and attending to 
power differentials in supervision. 

Keywords: intentional nondisclosure, clinical supervision, prelicensed counselors, supervisors, counselor 
educators

     Counselors who desire licensure as full, independent professional counselors must complete a 
postgraduate supervised field experience (Henriksen et al., 2019). The primary purpose of postgraduate 
supervision is to ensure that prelicensed counselors provide counseling services that are in accordance 
with legal, ethical, and professional standards as they begin their professional careers (Borders et al., 
2011; Magnuson et al., 2000). Unlike university-based supervision, to which prelicensed counselors are 
more accustomed (Magnuson et al., 2000), postgraduate supervision requires prelicensed counselors 
to regularly self-direct their supervision experience. That is, in postgraduate supervision, prelicensed 
counselors are called to more autonomously self-identify their clinical concerns and developmental 
needs, and to convey this information to their supervisors (Cook & Sackett, 2018).

     Although supervisees’ self-reports can enrich the supervision process (Noelle, 2002), relying on 
prelicensed counselors to self-select information to share with their supervisor may be problematic 
(Ladany et al., 1996). While supervision is intended to facilitate supervisees’ professional development, 
there also is an evaluative component inherent in the supervisory relationship (Borders et al., 2011). The 
supervisor’s evaluations of the supervisee’s clinical performance are tied to their professional progress 
(i.e., obtaining full, independent licensure; Magnuson et al., 2000). As such, it benefits supervisees 
to present themselves in a manner that will yield positive evaluations from their supervisors and to 
withhold information that could result in their supervisors developing a negative perception of their 
clinical competencies (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018; Ladany et al., 1996).

     Supervisees withholding information from their supervisors is a well-established phenomenon in 
supervision literature (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018; Gibson, et al., 2019; Hess et al., 2008; Ladany 
et al., 1996). Termed supervisee nondisclosure, researchers have shown that the frequency of supervisee 
nondisclosure in clinical supervision is high—ranging from 60% to 97.2% (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 
2018; Ladany et al., 1996; Mehr et al., 2010). But these studies were based on samples of counselors-in-
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training (CITs) or trainees in allied professions such as psychology. To date, only one qualitative study 
has examined the phenomenon of nondisclosure in a sample of postgraduate supervisees. Sweeney and 
Creaner (2014) found that counseling psychology graduates in Ireland (N = 6), like supervisees in mental 
health training programs (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018; Ladany et al., 1996), commonly withhold 
information from their supervisors.

     What seems most problematic are the instances in which a supervisee identifies a concern or 
perceives an issue and decides to withhold it from their supervisors anyway (Cook & Welfare, 2018; 
Yourman & Farber, 1996). These instances are known as supervisee intentional nondisclosure. Ladany 
and colleagues (1996) suggested that the information being intentionally withheld by supervisees is 
likely to be the most important information to their clinical and professional development. As such, 
supervisees who withhold information may inadvertently undermine their own professional growth.

     Supervision scholars (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018; Gibson et al., 2019; Hess et al., 2008; 
Ladany et al., 1996) have found that the types of information withheld by supervisees can be 
broadly categorized into supervision-related incidents (e.g., negative reactions to a supervisor, 
evaluation concerns, fears of correcting a supervisor, concerns about the process of supervision) 
and client-related incidents (e.g., clinical mistakes, general reactions to clients, concerns about lack 
of professional competencies). The reasons for these intentional nondisclosures most often point 
to issues in the supervisory relationship (e.g., supervisory working alliance; Cook & Welfare, 2018; 
Hess et al., 2008), supervisee personality traits (e.g., attachment styles; Cook & Welfare, 2018), 
and supervisor–supervisee power differentials (e.g., fear of negative evaluation concerns, desire 
to present oneself favorably to the supervisor; Hess et al., 2008; Ladany et al., 1996). In total, the 
types of information being intentionally withheld by supervisees, as well as the reasons for their 
nondisclosures, reflect issues that are inherent in a hierarchal and evaluative relationship such as the 
supervisory relationship (Hess et al., 2008; Mehr et al., 2010; Sweeney & Creaner, 2014).

     Prelicensed counselors, like CITs and supervisees from allied professions, experience similarly 
high stakes in clinical supervision. However, as described in detail below, postgraduate supervision 
differs from university-based supervision (Magnuson et al., 2000), and prelicensed counselors are 
more advanced in their professional development as compared to CITs (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 
2003). For these reasons, the salient issues that prelicensed counselors are hesitant or unwilling to 
discuss with their supervisors might differ from those of CITs. Relatedly, the degree to which they 
fail to disclose information might also differ. Thus, in our investigation we examined the types of 
information being withheld in postgraduate supervision by 107 prelicensed counselors and the 
degree to which they were unwilling to discuss their concerns with their supervisors.

Postgraduate Supervision for Licensure

     Postgraduate supervision is required for counselors who desire licensure as full and independent 
professional counselors in all 50 states in the United States as well as Guam, Puerto Rico, and the 
District of Columbia. The specific requirements of postgraduate supervision differ in each licensing 
jurisdiction (e.g., frequency of supervision, hours of required supervision; Henriksen et al., 2019). 
Although prelicensed counselors often are more self-aware of their client needs and developmental 
concerns than CITs (Loganbill et al., 1982; Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003; Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2010), 
prelicensed counselors also are facing new challenges as counselors such as managing more complex 
caseloads (Freadling & Foss-Kelly, 2014) and possibly questioning their own clinical competencies 
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(Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003). Thus, a supervised field experience is critical to helping prelicensed 
counselors transition from CITs to professional counselors (Henriksen et al., 2019).

     As compared to university-based supervision, there are unique features of postgraduate supervision 
for prelicensed counselors (Magnuson et al., 2000). Namely, prelicensed counselors engaged in 
postgraduate supervision are tasked to self-direct their supervision experience (Cook & Sackett, 2018) 
more than they were during university-based supervision. For example, prelicensed counselors may 
have less access to their supervisors than they did during their graduate training. Henriksen et al. (2019) 
conducted a content analysis of supervision requirements for postgraduate supervision. Based on their 
findings, no jurisdiction required supervisors and supervisees engaging in postgraduate supervision to 
meet at a frequency that equaled the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational 
Programs’ (CACREP) required averages of an hour of individual supervision or 1.5 hours of group 
supervision per week. It is important to note that it is certainly possible for prelicensed counselors to 
meet with their supervisors more than is required, but these standards provide a useful benchmark. 
Prelicensed counselors also may have fewer opportunities than CITs for their clinical work to be 
directly observed by their supervisors (Magnuson et al., 2000), which could perpetuate the supervisors’ 
reliance on supervisees’ self-report in supervision (Cook & Sackett, 2018) and unintentionally encourage 
supervisee nondisclosure (Ladany et al., 1996). For example, Fall and Sutton (2004) found that 
prelicensed counselors used self-report in their supervision sessions 80% of the time. Comparatively, 
other methods to monitor supervisees’ work, such as direct observation of a counseling session, audio 
and video recording, or live supervision, were used far less often (each used 10% of the time).

     In addition, the interpersonal dynamics between supervisor and supervisee in postgraduate 
supervision may differ from those experienced during university-based supervision. Unlike the 
development-oriented process of university-based supervision, Magnuson et al. (2000) poignantly 
described postgraduate supervision as a “business relationship” (p. 177). Some prelicensed 
counselors pay for supervision from someone who does not work at their place of employment, while 
other prelicensed counselors work with a supervisor at their place of employment (Magnuson et al., 
2000). In the latter situation, the supervisors providing clinical supervision also can be evaluating the 
prelicensed counselor as an administrative supervisor. Although the dual roles may be logistically 
advantageous for agencies, having combined clinical and administrative supervision could be 
problematic (Borders et al., 2011; Magnuson et al., 2000). In sum, as compared to university-based 
supervision, the businesslike nature of postgraduate supervision as well as the heavy reliance on 
prelicensed counselors to self-direct their supervision experience can change how these counselors 
utilize intentional nondisclosure in postgraduate supervision.

     The degree to which prelicensed counselors are willing to disclose information to their supervisors 
has implications for clinical supervisors as well. Clinical supervisors assume legal responsibility for the 
quality of services rendered to their supervisees’ clients (Magnuson et al. 2000). With the dependence 
on prelicensed counselors to self-report information in clinical supervision (Fall & Sutton, 2004) and 
the potential absence of regular direct observation (Gray & Erickson, 2013; Magnuson et al., 2000), 
supervisors are reliant on prelicensed counselors to accurately recall details of their counseling work 
and to honestly discuss their developmental needs. If prelicensed counselors, like CITs, were to feel 
unsure about presenting themselves honestly to their supervisors, their decision could unintentionally 
undermine the work of their clinical supervisors, who have a legal duty to their supervisees and the 
supervisees’ clients (Magnuson et al., 2000).
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     No study has examined what prelicensed counselors perceive as salient in their clinical supervision 
experience and the degree to which they are willing to discuss concerns with their supervisors. 
Postgraduate supervision is critically important to a counselor’s developmental growth (Henriksen et 
al., 2019). Prelicensed counselors are mandated to receive clinical supervision (Henriksen et al., 2019), 
which means that supervisee intentional nondisclosure is a relevant issue. As such, an investigation of 
supervisee intentional nondisclosure in a sample of postgraduate, prelicensed counselors is needed. 
Therefore, the aim of our study was to examine prelicensed counselors’ self-reported incidents of 
intentional nondisclosure in clinical supervision. Specifically, our investigation was guided by two 
research questions: (a) What is the frequency of intentional nondisclosure in clinical supervision as 
reported by prelicensed counselors, and (b) Which concerns do prelicensed counselors find most 
difficult to discuss with clinical supervisors?

Method

Participants and Procedures
     Participants in the current study were prelicensed counselors pursuing full, independent licensure 
as professional counselors. We aimed to recruit a nationally representative sample, so we obtained 
mailing addresses for persons pursuing licensure in two states in each of the five Association for 
Counselor Education and Supervision (ACES) regions. Specifically, we solicited participation from 
prelicensed counselors in Arkansas, Colorado, Idaho, Iowa, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, Texas, 
Vermont, and Washington. We randomly selected up to 150 names from each state. After eliminating 
and replacing unverifiable mailing addresses, we identified 1,347 potential participants. We first 
received IRB approval and then solicited participation by mailing paper-and-pencil survey packets 
to the potential participants. We asked participants to anonymously respond about their current, 
licensed clinical supervisor. Participants returned the surveys to the authors using a prepaid envelope. 
Of the 1,347 mailed packets, 330 packets (24.5%) were “returned to sender” and never received by the 
potential participants. Of the remaining 1,017 packets distributed to potential participants, 109 survey 
packets were returned. However, two participants’ responses were incomplete and subsequently 
removed. The number of usable packets was 107, resulting in a response rate of 10.5%. This response 
rate, although low, is consistent with previous survey research employing a mailing recruitment 
strategy (Barden et al., 2017). Because data collection was anonymous, we are unable to identify the 
state of origin for participants included in our sample.

     The age of participants ranged from 24 to 67 (M = 38.79, SD = 11.20). The majority of participants 
identified as White (83.2%), while eight participants identified as Hispanic (7.5%), five participants 
identified as African American/Black (4.7%), two participants identified as Asian (1.9%), two participants 
identified as Multiracial (1.9%), and one participant did not respond to this item (0.9%). Eighty-five 
participants identified as female (79.4%), 21 participants identified as male (19.6%), and one participant 
identified as non-binary (0.9%). The demographic characteristics of the participants in the current study 
are comparable to counseling professionals in general (CACREP, 2018). On average, the participants 
received 64.73 (SD = 29.79) minutes of clinical supervision per week. Finally, 56 participants were 
assigned a supervisor at their job (51.4%), 28 paid for supervision from someone who did not work 
at their employment site (26.4%), 17 chose a supervisor at their place of employment (15.9%), and six 
participants indicated other (5.6%; e.g., free supervision from someone outside their job).
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Measures
Supervisee Nondisclosure Scale (SNDS)
     The SNDS is an instrument designed to capture the degree to which participants disclosed or 
withheld information to their supervisors (Ellis & Colvin, 2016; Siembor, 2012). Siembor (2012) developed 
a pool of 30 items, informed by prior research on nondisclosure (Hess et al., 2008; Ladany et al., 1996). 
Participants indicate their level of disclosure using a 7-point Likert scale with three defined levels:  
(1 = fully disclosed, 4 = sometimes disclosed, 7 = decided not to disclose). Higher scores indicate higher levels 
of nondisclosure. Participants are given the option to select not applicable for items describing incidents 
that have not occurred during their supervision experiences. The items include information related to the 
supervision experience (e.g., “Negative reactions that I had about my supervisor’s behavior or attitudes”) 
and items related to the supervisee’s clinical work (e.g., “Clinical mistakes that I did make”). Abbreviated 
item stems for all 30 SNDS items are presented in Table 1. The internal reliability of all 30 items was 
strong (α = .88, n = 107) and consistent with prior research (α = .84; McKibben et al., 2018).

Demographic Survey
     We created a survey to collect self-report demographic data for both the supervisee and supervisor 
(e.g., gender, race). We also asked participants to share about the details of their supervision 
experience (e.g., time in supervision, administrative versus clinical supervision, selecting a supervisor).

Results

     Across all 30 SNDS items, 95.3% of the participants reported some degree of intentional nondisclosure 
(i.e., partially or fully withheld) for at least one item. The number of incidents of intentional 
nondisclosure endorsed by participants ranged from 0 to 26 (M = 10.68; SD = 6.62). Also, 53.3% indicated 
that they fully withheld information from their clinical supervisor for at least one item. The range of 
incidents completely withheld by participants was 0 to 14 (M = 1.73, SD = 2.6). This finding suggests that 
intentional nondisclosure by prelicensed counselors in clinical supervision is quite common.

The Frequency of Intentional Nondisclosure in Clinical Supervision
     To address the first research question, we examined the frequency of participants who responded 
that they utilized intentional nondisclosure on each item (i.e., what percent withheld information?). To 
do so, we analyzed the self-reported responses on each item using the four groups: not applicable, fully 
disclosed, sometimes disclosed, and decided not to disclose (see Table 1). For each item, participant responses 
of not applicable were categorized in the not applicable group, responses of 1 were categorized in the fully 
disclosed group, responses of 2 to 6 were categorized in the sometimes disclosed group, and responses of 7 
were categorized in the decided not to disclose group. The incidence of partial or complete nondisclosure 
per item ranged from 69.2% (“disagreement with one’s supervisor”) to 1.9% (“supervisor attraction 
issue”), and the average incidence across the items was 35.6% (SD = 15.8%). After “disagreement with 
one’s supervisor,” the items with the highest incidence rates were “negative reaction to supervisors’ 
behavior or attitudes” (66.3%), “perceived that my supervisor is wrong” (60.7%), “personal issue” 
(49.6%), and “personally identifying with a client” (e.g., countertransference; 48.6%). In addition to 
revealing what supervisees chose to withhold, the results indicated issues that did not emerge in 
supervision and those that emerged but were fully disclosed. For example, items frequently marked 
not applicable were “supervisor attraction issue” (97.2%), “client attraction issue” (86.9%), “unsafe 
in supervision” (86.0%), and “supervisors’ attire and/or appearance” (84.1%). In contrast, “client 
information” and “clinical mistake” came up often and were fully disclosed.
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Table 1

Incidence of Intentional Nondisclosure by Prelicensed Counselors in Clinical Supervision for State Licensure as 
Professional Counselors

Incident of Potential Intentional 
Nondisclosure N M (SD)

Not 
Applicable  

n (%)

Fully 
Disclosed

n (%)

Sometimes 
Disclosed

n (%)

Decided Not 
to Disclose

n (%)a

1.	 Negative reaction to supervisors’ 
behavior or attitudes SRI 106 3.49 (2.71) 29 (27.1%) 6 (5.6%) 47 (43.9%) 24 (22.4%)

2.	 Supervisors’ competence SRI 107 2.16 (2.87) 63 (58.9%) 2 (1.9%) 24 (22.4%) 18 (16.8%)
3.	 Needs not being met in 

supervision SRI 107 2.22 (2.83) 60 (56.1%) 4 (3.7%) 27 (25.2%) 16 (15.0%)

4.	 Supervisors’ display of 
stereotypes or bias SRI 106 1.85 (2.54) 63 (58.0%) 2 (1.9%) 30 (28.0%) 11 (10.3%)

5.	 Supervisors’ attire and/or 
appearance SRI 106 0.99 (2.37) 90 (84.1%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (5.6%) 10 (9.3%)

6.	 Consult with peer and/or 
another supervisor SRI 105 1.62 (2.19) 45 (42.1%) 26 (24.3%) 24 (22.4%) 10 (9.3%)

7.	 Supervision process concerns SRI 107 1.85 (2.42) 56 (52.3%) 9 (8.4%) 33 (30.8%) 9 (8.4%)
8.	 Power differentials SRI 106 1.25 (2.35) 76 (71.0%) 6 (5.6%) 15 (14.0%) 9 (8.4%)

9.	 Focus of supervision SRI 107 1.86 (2.50) 58 (54.2%) 9 (8.4%) 32 (29.9%) 8 (7.5%)
10.	 Unsafe in supervision SRI 106 0.78 (2.09) 92 (86.0%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (5.6%) 8 (7.5%)
11.	 Perceived that my supervisor  

is wrong SRI 106 2.78 (2.42) 30 (28.0%) 11 (10.3%) 58 (54.2%) 7 (6.5%)

12.	 Disagreement with one’s 
supervisor SRI 106 2.92 (2.01) 13 (12.1%) 19 (17.8%) 68 (63.6%) 6 (5.6%)

13.	 Supervision format issues SRI 106 1.79 (2.36) 56 (52.3%) 10 (9.3%) 34 (31.8%) 6 (5.6%)
14.	 Personal issue CRI 107 2.22 (1.82) 9 (8.4%) 45 (42.1%) 48 (44.9%) 5 (4.7%)
15.	 Personally identify with client 

(e.g., countertransference) CRI 106 2.08 (1.74) 9 (8.4%) 45 (42.1%) 47 (43.9%) 5 (4.7%)

16.	 Evaluation concern SRI 106 1.75 (2.03) 38 (35.5%) 29 (27.1%) 35 (32.7%) 4 (3.7%)
17.	 Client attraction issue CRI 106 0.43 (1.48) 93 (86.9%) 5 (4.7%) 4 (3.7%) 4 (3.7%)
18.	 Client attracted to counselor CRI 107 0.70 (1.49) 74 (69.2%) 17 (15.9%) 13 (12.1%) 3 (2.8%)
19.	 Positive reaction to supervisor SRI 107 1.87 (1.50) 3 (2.8%) 63 (58.9%) 38 (35.5%) 3 (2.8%)
20.	 Issues with colleague SRI 107 1.68 (1.75) 27 (25.2%) 40 (37.4%) 37 (34.6%) 3 (2.8%)
21.	 Positive reaction to client CRI 106 1.62 (1.47) 11 (10.3%) 59 (55.1%) 33 (30.8%) 3 (2.8%)

22.	 Feeling inadequate CRI 105 2.09 (1.59) 6 (5.6%) 50 (46.7%) 47 (43.9%) 2 (1.9%)

23.	 Clinic setting concerns CRI 107 1.88 (1.62) 12 (11.2%) 51 (47.7%) 42 (39.3%) 2 (1.9%)

24.	 Supervisor attraction issue SRI 106 0.13 (0.96) 104 (97.2%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (1.9%)

25.	 Unprofessional behavior with 
client CRI 107 1.13 (1.75) 62 (57.9%) 15 (14.0%) 27 (25.2%) 2 (1.9%)

26.	 Future clinical mistake CRI 107 1.89 (1.37) 63 (58.9%) 20 (18.7%) 43 (40.2%) 1 (0.9%)
27.	 Clinical mistake CRI 106 1.65 (1.31) 3 (2.8%) 71 (66.4%) 31 (29.0%) 1 (0.9%)

(continued)
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28.	 Unfavorable client–counselor 
interaction CRI 107 1.78 (1.88) 41 (38.2%) 17 (15.9%) 48 (44.9%) 1 (0.9%)

29.	 Client information CRI 106 1.36 (1.15) 8 (7.5%) 77 (72.0%) 20 (18.7%) 1 (0.9%)

30.	 Negative reaction to client CRI 107 1.79 (1.35) 6 (5.6%) 58 (54.2%) 42 (39.3%) 1 (0.9%)

Note. Percentages may not equal 100% for each item because of rounding. 
SRI = Supervision-Related Incident
CRI = Client-Related Incident 
a = Items are ranked based on incidence of total nondisclosure (i.e., score of 7).

The Most Difficult to Discuss Items
     In addition to the per-item incidence rates, we also calculated which concerns were most often totally 
withheld from supervisors. We hoped to understand what items participants might be completely 
unwilling to discuss in supervision. Interestingly, we ranked all 30 SNDS items by the number of 
participants who reported using total nondisclosure, and this revealed that the 13 items with the highest 
endorsement were all supervision-related incidents. There were 24 participants (22.4%) who reported 
completely withholding their negative reaction to their supervisors’ behavior or attitudes. Relatedly, 
18 participants (16.8%) did not discuss their concerns about their supervisors’ competence, and 16 
participants (15.0%) did not tell their supervisors that they believed they were not getting enough out 
of supervision. Regarding client-related incidents, the highest-rated total nondisclosure was personal 
issues related to work with clients, which was reported by five participants (4.7%). The full results 
regarding the most difficult to discuss items are presented in Table 1.

Discussion

     Our study examined the incidence of intentional nondisclosure by prelicensed counselors 
receiving postgraduate supervision for licensure as professional counselors. We found that 95.3% of 
prelicensed counselors in this study reported they withheld some degree of information from their 
clinical supervisors. This was comparable to the rates of intentional nondisclosure by trainees from 
allied professions (Ladany et al., 1996; Mehr et al., 2010). On average, participants reported 10.68 of 
30 (SD = 6.62) intentional nondisclosures in clinical supervision, which also is comparable to the 8.06 
nondisclosures reported by psychology trainees in the study by Ladany et al. (1996), although we 
should acknowledge that Ladany et al. used a different measure to capture incidents of nondisclosure 
in their study. Like allied professions, intentional nondisclosure by postgraduate, prelicensed 
counselors appears to be routine in clinical supervision. Further, we surmise that even though 
postgraduate, prelicensed counselors are more developmentally advanced than CITs (e.g., self-aware, 
motivated; Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2010), in a hierarchical and evaluative relationship such as clinical 
supervision, they too will withhold information. This suggests that prelicensed counselors, who 
are empowered to self-direct their postgraduate supervision experience, are doing just that—they 
are self-directing their supervision experience, including editing or concealing concerns about their 
clients and supervision experience from their supervisors. As such, supervisors who are reliant on 
supervisee self-report may not be getting a full picture of supervisee concerns or needs. This finding 
reveals implications for prelicensed counselors and supervisors alike. Delving further into the types 
of incidents being withheld in postgraduate supervision, as well as the frequency of these incidents, 
can help tell a more complete story of supervisee intentional nondisclosure by prelicensed counselors.

(continued)
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     Overall, we found that participants were more willing to discuss commonly occurring client-
related incidents than they were to disclose supervision-related incidents. However, the participants 
still reported hesitancy in disclosing many of their client-related concerns. This is evidenced by 
participants identifying client-related issues as salient issues to their supervision experience, and 
although they withheld some degree of this information from their clinical supervisors, they did not 
completely withhold the information. Although prior research has found that supervisees are less 
apprehensive to discuss client-related issues with their clinical supervisors (Ladany et al., 1996; Mehr 
et al., 2010; Yourman & Farber, 1996), there may be unique differences for prelicensed counselors that 
help to explain the findings from the current study. Notably, it is possible that as theorized (Loganbill 
et al., 1982; Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2010), prelicensed counselors are better able to self-monitor their 
own needs. As prelicensed counselors gain more clinical experience, they are able to autonomously 
address their client-related concerns (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003) and do not need to fully elaborate 
on their client-related concerns to their supervisors. However, when prompted by a survey such as 
this one, they recognize that there is more information to share about the incident (i.e., some degree 
of nondisclosure). Also, given the limited time in supervision for licensure, prelicensed counselors 
appear to need to prioritize specific information about their clinical work and seek guidance about 
their most pressing clinical needs (Cook & Sackett, 2018). Thus, at times they are unable to fully 
discuss the intricacies of their client caseloads.

     We also found that prelicensed counselors are most hesitant and sometimes unwilling to 
discuss supervision-related concerns with their clinical supervisors. In the current study, the most 
common nondisclosures included disagreements with one’s supervisor, negative perceptions of one’s 
supervisor, and believing one’s supervisor was wrong, all directly pertaining to the supervisor. High 
levels of nondisclosure in relation to these types of incidents have been reported in prior research with 
psychology trainees (Mehr et al., 2010). Prelicensed counselors are likely to have started to develop their 
own counseling style (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003), which may or may not align with their supervisors’ 
approach to counseling. As such, it is likely that supervisees sometimes disagree with their supervisors 
or believe that their supervisor handled a situation poorly (Magnuson et al., 2002). It is possible that 
supervisees’ concerns about voicing dissent to their supervisors could reflect a weak or insecure 
supervisory relationship, which has been found to be a significant predictor of nondisclosure (Cook & 
Welfare, 2018; Mehr et al., 2010).

     A little more than half of the participants (53.3%) reported that they completely withheld 
information from their supervisors. That is, these participants recognized something as being salient 
in their clinical supervision but refrained from disclosing any information about their concern with 
their supervisor. Perhaps most startling, the top 13 items (out of 30 items total) were all supervision-
related incidents and some of these incidents occurred with staggering frequency. For example, a 
number of participants completely withheld their negative reactions to their supervisor’s behavior 
or attitudes (22.4%), never disclosed that they questioned their supervisor’s competence (16.8%), 
and declined to discuss that their needs were not being met in supervision (15.0%). These findings 
underscore the inherent power imbalance between supervisees and supervisors (Cook, McKibben, 
& Wind, 2018; De Stefano et al., 2017; Ladany et al., 1996). Although prelicensed counselors perceive 
concerns about their supervisor or their supervision experience, they are unwilling to broach these 
topics with their evaluative supervisors (Gibson et al., 2019).

     It is difficult to say why the participants in the current study felt unfulfilled by their supervision 
experience or wondered about their supervisors’ competencies. We must exercise judgment before 
assuming that the supervisors of the participants in the current study were providing substandard 
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supervision (Ellis et al., 2014). However, it also seems important that supervisees perceive their 
postgraduate supervision experience as a meaningful one, given the stakes associated with clinical 
supervision (Magnuson et al., 2000). For example, many prelicensed counselors pay for supervision, 
which can be a substantial financial investment for new prelicensed counselors. Relatedly, in 
situations in which prelicensed counselors’ clinical supervisors also are their administrative 
supervisors, sustained employment may depend on the supervisor’s favorable review. Regardless, 
these findings highlight the importance of outlining clear expectations of clinical supervision for 
supervisees (Magnuson et al., 2002) and developing a quality supervisory relationship in order to 
mitigate supervisee nondisclosure (Cook & Welfare, 2018; Mehr et al., 2010). In sum, these findings 
offer insight into the experiences of prelicensed counselors in postgraduate supervision, which 
can yield lessons for prelicensed counselors, supervisors, counselor educators, and counselor 
credentialing bodies in order to mitigate the occurrence of intentional nondisclosure in the future.

Implications for Prelicensed Counselors
     Prelicensed counselors need to take an active role in their postgraduate supervision experience. 
Learning to navigate the nuances of supervision in addition to learning to be a practicing counselor 
early in one’s career is a daunting task (Freadling & Foss-Kelly, 2014). Prelicensed counselors who are 
contemplating withholding information from their clinical supervisors should consider their ethical 
and professional responsibilities to clients (American Counseling Association, 2014). Counselors who 
are starting postgraduate supervision may find it helpful to consult resources to help acculturate 
them to the specifics of postgraduate supervision and to explore strategies other than nondisclosure 
for addressing their concerns in supervision (Cook & Sackett, 2018; Magnuson et al., 2000; Pearson 
2001, 2004).

     Also, prelicensed counselors should consider which of the incidents described herein could be most 
relevant to their postgraduate supervision experience. Specifically, our prelicensed counselor participants 
were most apprehensive to discuss supervision-related concerns with their clinical supervisors. 
Unlike clients, who have the freedom to choose a different counselor if they are dissatisfied with their 
counseling services, supervisees likely have limited options when it comes to changing supervisors 
(De Stefano et al., 2017). Many of the concerns expressed by our participants reflect the inherent power 
differential between supervisors and supervisees. As such, prelicensed counselors who are dissatisfied 
with their supervision experience can find it helpful to broach some of these commonly reported issues 
with their clinical supervisors (Cook, McKibben, & Wind, 2018). The Power Dynamics in Supervision 
Scale was designed to operationalize supervisees’ perceptions of power and to aid in the discussion of 
power dynamics in clinical supervision (Cook, McKibben, & Wind, 2018). Prelicensed counselors may 
find such an instrument a helpful way to invite these discussions in an objective and nonthreatening 
manner with their supervisors. Such discussion between supervisors and supervisees can make it easier 
for supervisees to disclose more honestly if that issue arises (Knox, 2015).

     Finally, some participants perceived their supervision experience as substandard, while a few more 
participants reported feeling unsafe in supervision or recognized power differentials between themselves 
and their supervisors. Although uncommon, our study is not the first one in which supervisees in the 
counseling profession report substandard or harmful experiences (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018). 
Furthermore, no one should endure supervision that they perceive to be inadequate or harmful (Ellis et  
al., 2014). Supervisees can find it helpful to consult with a trusted colleague or another supervisor. For 
more egregious issues, prelicensed counselors may seek help from a professional association ethics 
consultant or a representative from their state licensing board (Cook, Welfare, & Romero, 2018). For those 
supervisees who are paying for supervision (26.4% in the current study), finding another supervisor may 
be the most viable solution.
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Implications for Supervisors, Counselor Educators, and Counselor Credentialing Bodies
     Addressing supervisee intentional nondisclosure must be a priority for clinical supervisors who are 
providing postgraduate supervision. If supervisors are to rely on supervisee self-report (Fall & Sutton, 
2004), it will benefit supervisors to create a safe and open supervision environment that invites supervisee 
disclosure (Cook & Welfare, 2018; Gibson et al., 2019; Mehr et al., 2010). Encouragingly, prelicensed 
counselors appear more apt to discuss client-related incidents than supervision-related incidents; 
however, it also seems that clinical supervisors are not getting the full picture of their supervisees’ clinical 
work because there is some degree of nondisclosure. Notably, prelicensed counselors reported hesitancy 
in fully discussing their personal issues related to their work with clients, clinical mistakes, and reactions 
to clients. As prelicensed counselors continue their professional development, they can desire to try new 
interventions in their counseling work or have novel insights into how their personal experiences are 
impacting their clinical work (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003). Understandably, they might be apprehensive 
about discussing these issues with their evaluative supervisors. Supervisors will find it helpful to 
facilitate a discussion with their supervisees about the lifelong journey of being a professional counselor 
(Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003) and the normality of sometimes feeling stuck in one’s clinical work with 
clients (Cook & Sackett, 2018) or going through stages of feeling stagnation, confusion, and integration, as 
discussed in the foundational model of Loganbill et al. (1982).

     Prelicensed counselors’ unwillingness to discuss their supervision-related concerns, particularly 
those incidents that are commonly occurring such as negative impressions of one’s supervisor, 
negative reactions to a supervisor’s competence, and the belief that one’s needs are not being met 
in clinical supervision, seems to be most problematic. There are infrequently occurring issues that 
supervisees are completely unwilling to discuss (e.g., romantic attraction to one’s supervisor) that 
can lead to ruptures in the supervisory relationship (Nelson et al., 2008). Prior research suggests that 
supervisees who possess a favorable impression of their supervisory relationship are less likely to 
withhold information from their supervisors (Cook & Welfare, 2018; Gibson et al., 2019; Mehr et al., 
2010). As such, supervisors need to take steps during formation of the supervisory relationship and 
throughout the supervision experience to create a safe and open environment that invites supervisee 
disclosure. Supervisors will find it helpful to specifically attend to the issues identified in our study 
such as how to professionally address disagreements between supervisors and supervisees, and to 
discuss supervisees’ personal expectations of clinical supervision.

     Counselor educators can play a critical role in helping CITs learn strategies to navigate postgraduate 
supervision and understand the concept of intentional nondisclosure. For example, counselor 
educators can better prepare CITs for some of the nuanced differences of postgraduate supervision 
(Magnuson et al., 2002) versus the supervision they receive in their training programs. Counselor 
education programs can share resources (Cook & Sackett, 2018; Magnuson et al., 2002; Pearson, 2001, 
2004) with CITs before they graduate to teach them about postgraduate supervision and help them 
learn about the experiences of prelicensed counselors. Further, counselor educators can teach CITs to 
be their own advocates in postgraduate supervision because they will be expected to self-direct their 
supervision experience (Magnuson et al., 2000). Advocacy in this context can include teaching soon-
to-be graduates the importance of utilizing supervision contracts and training them to prepare their 
own supervision contracts to use with their postgraduate supervisors. These supervision contracts 
should outline key information to conducting adequate supervision (Ellis et al., 2014), including but 
not limited to (a) the frequency of clinical supervision (e.g., weekly individual or triadic supervision 
sessions), (b) the modalities to be utilized in supervision (e.g., self-report, audio or video recording),  
(c) the relevant ethical and professional guidelines that will guide the supervision experience, and (d) 
the roles and responsibilities for both the supervisor and supervisee. Preparing these documents prior 
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to graduation can ensure that supervisees are well-informed of their rights as supervisees (Munson, 
2002) and help easily identify signs of substandard postgraduate supervision (Ellis et al., 2014).

     Counselor educators might also share the findings from this study with their CITs and facilitate a 
discussion about the concerns identified by the participants. Educating CITs on the concept of intentional 
nondisclosure is important, as it can aid CITs in identifying what influences their own intentional 
nondisclosure. With greater self-awareness, they may be able to identify the temptation if it ever presents 
itself. Counselor educators also can teach CITs about the potential harm to clients when supervisees 
choose to engage in intentional nondisclosure. For example, if supervisees purposefully withhold about 
the triggers they experience when working with a client, they run the risk of not providing effective 
counseling services and, even worse, harming the client (Hess et al., 2008; Ladany et al., 1996).

     Finally, given that our study was the first study to examine supervisee intentional nondisclosure in 
a sample of prelicensed counselors, it is important to offer recommendations for state licensure boards 
and nationwide credentialing bodies that may improve the supervision experience for supervisees and 
supervisors. These prelicensed counselors withheld specific supervision-related concerns, including the 
belief that their expectations of clinical supervision were not being met and that they disapproved of 
their supervisors’ behaviors. Unlike university-based supervision in which supervision requirements 
and supervisors’ training and credentials (e.g., time in supervision, required supervision training, direct 
observation) are clearly outlined by accreditation bodies (CACREP, 2015), the supervision requirements 
for those pursuing state licensure vary from state to state (Field et al., 2019; Gray & Erickson, 2013; 
Henriksen et al., 2019). Some scholars have questioned if the supervision being provided is minimally 
adequate, or if supervisors are aware that they are providing inadequate or harmful supervision (Ellis 
et al., 2014). It is unclear how many supervisors in our study had received clinical supervision training 
or were providing supervision in accordance with professional standards (i.e., Borders et al., 2011). 
For example, only six of the 10 states that we sampled had licensure board requirements for clinical 
supervisors to have completed supervision training (Field et al., 2019), and none required a supervision 
credential such as the Approved Clinical Supervisor (issued by the National Board for Certified 
Counselors). It is important for all state licensure boards to require supervision training in order to 
best position supervisors to provide quality supervision. Relatedly, Field et al. (2019) found that only 
47.1% of states require supervisors to complete a supervision contract or supervision philosophy prior 
to conducting postgraduate supervision. At a minimum, all licensure jurisdictions should require 
these documents as a part of the application packet for prelicensed counselors when they register 
their supervisor with their licensing board. By requiring these documents, state licensure boards and 
credentialing bodies can encourage a dialogue between supervisors and supervisees about some of the 
concerns identified in our study.

Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research
     Like in all studies, there are limitations that need discussion. We aimed to collect data from 
a nationally representative sample; however, our findings could have been impacted by the 
varying licensure regulations in each state. As such, future research could benefit from a retest of 
the incidence of nondisclosure by prelicensed counselors in other states. Relatedly, although our 
response rate was consistent with prior counseling research that collected data via mailings (Barden 
et al., 2017), future researchers could explore other data collection methods (e.g., electronic survey) to 
increase participants’ responsiveness. Also, it is possible that the topic of nondisclosure was acutely 
salient to the persons who chose to participate in the current study, which could have influenced 
our findings. Future scholars are urged to examine more demonstrable factors of the supervisory 
relationship that may help to explain intentional nondisclosure by prelicensed counselors such as the 



36

The Professional Counselor | Volume 10, Issue 1

incidents of inadequate and harmful supervision, which appear to influence supervisees’ willingness 
to disclose in supervision. Finally, future researchers should explore if nondisclosure occurs less 
frequently in supervision dyads that regularly use one of a number of supervisory relationship 
inventories (Tangen & Borders, 2016) to assess the perceived quality of their supervisory relationship.

Conclusion

     In sum, postgraduate supervision has important implications for prelicensed counselors and 
supervisors alike. Thus, it behooves both prelicensed counselors and clinical supervisors to mitigate 
supervisee intentional nondisclosure. The findings presented in this study provide insight into the 
type of information being withheld by supervisees and the degree to which they are hesitant to 
discuss certain concerns. Clinical supervisors who hope to create an environment that promotes 
supervisee disclosure will benefit from specifically targeting some of the issues identified herein. 
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Distance education has become a mainstay in higher education, in general, and in counselor education, 
specifically. Although the concept sometimes still feels new, universities have been engaged in some form of 
distance learning for over 20 years. In the field of distance counselor education, it is imperative to understand 
where we have been, where we are now, and where we are going. This article will lay the foundation for the 
special section of The Professional Counselor on distance counselor education and will explore the history 
of using technology in education, recent research about distance education in counseling and counselor 
education, and topic areas discussed throughout this special section. This special section will bring clarity 
to current and emerging best practices in the use of technology in the distance education of professional 
counselors, clinical supervisors, and counselor educators.  

Keywords: online, distance education, counselor education, technology, best practices

     Counselor educators have become comfortable and adept over the years at fostering students’ 
development in clinical skills in traditional residential formats. For many counseling faculty, in-class, 
face-to-face (F2F), personal encounters are foundational and irreplaceable. For educators with this 
mindset, distance learning is not an opportunity but a threat to what they consider the best teaching 
and learning practice (Layne & Hohenshil, 2005). No matter one’s personal preference or belief, the 
advent of distance learning is challenging the sovereignty of the purely residential experience.

     For the purposes of this discussion, we are using the term distance education versus the more 
prolific term online education. The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Postsecondary Education 
(OPE) has officially adopted the broader term of distance education, which focuses on the physical 
separation in the teacher–student relationship (OPE, 2012). This is in contrast to the term online 
education, which emphasizes the internet-facilitated communication that supports the teaching 
relationship at a distance.

     The number of students in distance education programs has been increasing each year (Friedman, 
2018). By 2016, over 6 million students in the United States were engaged in distance education, and 
nearly half were exclusively taking online classes (Seaman et al., 2018). Over two-thirds of the students 
were enrolled in distance learning courses at public universities (Lederman, 2018). In contrast, the total 
number of residential students dropped by over 1.1 million (6.4%) between 2012 and 2016 (Seaman 
et al., 2018). The growth in enrollment and the future of higher education continues to move toward 
distance education.

     The same trends have impacted counselor education. At the time of this writing, the Council for 
the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) reported that there 
are 69 CACREP-accredited master’s programs that are considered distance education, 34 of which 
are clinical mental health counseling programs (CACREP, n.d.). Over 25% of counseling students 
are now enrolled in academic programs defined as distance education (Snow et al., 2018). Because 
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an increasing number of programs are including distance education opportunities, the need for an 
exploration of efficacious deliveries of distance education content is imperative (Cicco, 2012).

     The growth in distance education programs is often based on mixed motivations. One motivation is 
the desire to provide greater access for traditionally underserved populations (Bennett-Levy et al., 2012). 
For example, distance education can benefit students in rural areas as well as those living abroad (Sells et 
al., 2012). Remotely located service providers can benefit as well. Agencies that lack immediate physical 
access to counselor education programs now have the online tools to train members of their community 
locally in advanced mental health skills through distance education so they can continue serving their 
communities while in school. Distance education programs also can better support working adults and 
caregivers who in theory are within geographic proximity of a campus but are constrained by complex 
schedules, responsibilities, and mobility-related issues (e.g., disabilities, difficult travel). The ability 
to engage in academic studies from any location around the globe, within a more flexible scheduling 
model, is a game-changer (Bennett-Levy et al., 2012). Additionally, adult learners increasingly prefer the 
autonomy and self-direction found in these distance education formats (Ausburn, 2004).

     Distance education programs allow access to a greater pool of qualified, diverse faculty. Qualified 
counselor educators anywhere in the world with access to a computer and an internet connection are 
prospective instructors. Most importantly, distance education programs eliminate the constraints of 
geographic proximity, worsening traffic commutes, and parking concerns. For the distance education 
program, it is all about access for any faculty member or student in the world (Reicherzer et al., 2009).

     A more pragmatic motivation for universities is to view distance education programming as a source 
of revenue, growth, and efficiency (Jones, 2015). For example, distance education courses eliminate the 
costs and limitations of brick-and-mortar classrooms. Unfortunately, students may not benefit when 
universities increase online class sizes and hire less expensive adjuncts to increase the bottom line 
(Newton, 2018). Some universities might even tack on special technology or distance education fees.

     It is our belief that the counseling profession should take the lead in proactively investigating the 
promise of the distance education experience, including the technologies, pedagogies, and methods. We 
must determine which best practices create excellent educational experiences for the ultimate benefit of 
our counseling students and the clients they will serve. This special section of The Professional Counselor 
is an essential step in that direction.

A History of Learning Technologies and Their Impact on Distance Counselor 
Education

     If we take a step back, we can see that there has been a continual movement toward infusing 
technology into the general educational process and, more recently, specifically in counseling and 
counselor education. We have moved from a strictly oral tradition in which vital knowledge and 
skills were passed on in F2F interactions to a present-day, technologically mediated set of interactions 
in which teacher and student may never meet in person and where dialogues are reduced to bits and 
bytes of information transmitted across the internet.

     In ancient times, essential knowledge, skills, histories, and traditions were only preserved in the 
memories of those able to experience events directly or to receive critical information from others. People 
were living repositories of essential skills of survival, cultural insight, and wisdom. If they failed to 
pass it on orally or through example, what they knew and embodied was lost forever. It is a surprise to 
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many that Socrates did not pen a single word. His choice of influence was through discussions with his 
followers and came to be known as the Socratic method. Socratic concepts would have been lost forever, 
but fortunately, followers such as Plato put them in writing.

The Written Word
     Socrates’s ideas on teaching and learning lived through an early technology: the written word. The 
technological advancement of written language, writing devices, and the availability of parchment 
and paper as a set of communication tools was revolutionary in furthering information sharing and 
learning. Scholarship became associated with the ability not only to think critically, but also to read 
about the thoughts of others and respond in writing to contribute to the public discourse. Written 
documents were copied and distributed in what was the earliest form of distance education. During 
the medieval period, the copying of important texts often fell to those within monastic religious life, 
usually as a compulsory duty. Copying books for six or more hours per day for years was a noted 
source of drudgery (Greenblatt, 2011), but the printing press removed the need for such anguish.

The Printing Press
     The limitation of scribes hand-copying documents meant that access to readable material was for 
society’s select few. Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in approximately 1438 increased access 
to print (Szabo, 2015). For the first time in history, the works of scholars, philosophers, and artists could 
be printed in books and made available to a wider public. With written materials available, the literacy 
rates in Europe rose from approximately 10% in the 1400s to over 90% by the middle of the 20th century 
(Roser & Ortiz-Ospina, 2018). The printing press laid the groundwork for innovation in education as 
well. In the 1720s, the printing press allowed for the first distance education correspondence courses 
in Boston, representing the “written era” of technology-enhanced education (Drumbauld, 2014). More 
technologies would eventually revolutionize progress in educational methods.

Sound Recordings and Film
     The phonograph was invented by Thomas Edison in 1877 as a device to both record and play back 
sound (Thompson, 2016). It did not replace writing and books but could record and preserve the 
sounds of music, events, and the words of famous people and other languages. For example, when 
people could hear what foreign dialects sounded like from the lips of native speakers, language 
instruction was transformed.

     The development of celluloid film recording and motion pictures in 1895 led to newsreels and 
documentaries in the early 1900s that provided the public with information about current affairs and 
historical and cultural events. For the first time in history, people could experience significant events 
in recorded sight and sound versus only reading about them. Moreover, they could now learn by 
seeing (O’Shea, 2003).

Radio, Television, and the Telephone
     Relatedly, the advent of commercial radio broadcasting in the 1920s provided the first live 
reporting of events (University of Minnesota, n.d.). For example, radio audiences heard powerful 
first-hand emotions in the reporter’s voice as he watched the Hindenburg disaster unfolding before 
his eyes. In the 1920s, colleges and universities began to take advantage of this new, powerful 
medium. For example, Pennsylvania State University was the first university to be granted a 
broadcast license to begin offering college courses over the radio (Dawson, 2018).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonograph
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Edison
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     The “radio era” quickly transitioned to the “TV Era” in the late 1960s when televisions were in 
most homes in the United States. People could both see and hear world events at a distance. Stanford 
University was one of the first institutions to capitalize on this burgeoning technology for educational 
purposes. The Stanford Instructional Television Network was started in 1968 and offered instruction 
for part-time engineering students (LeDesma, 1987).

     Radio and television broadcasts were significant innovations. Their drawback from an educational 
perspective was that they were primarily one-way mediums and the audience was merely a passive 
recipient of sights and sounds. It was the telephone that provided the masses with the first means to 
engage in two-way conversations at a distance. For the first time in history, the average person could 
not just listen at a distance, but also could talk back. An early telephone-based education using this two-
way communication medium was offered by the University of Wisconsin in 1965 (Drumbauld, 2014). 
Computers and the internet would soon become the next revolutionary communications medium.

Computers and the Internet
     Computers were useful as standalone information processors, but it was the unifying ability for 
computers to communicate that set the stage for the next revolution in information dissemination 
since Gutenberg’s printing press—the internet. The internet is in actuality a shortened version of the 
term internetworking, which was born in 1969 when the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network 
(ARPANET) successfully sent the first message between computers (Leiner et al., 1997). That was 
followed by the standardization of the Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) to 
give all researchers a standard computer language in order to talk together on this small but growing 
assemblage of internetworked computers (Leiner et al., 1997). Technical advances continued to follow, 
but the fledgling internet was not accessible to the average person. Defense researchers, academics, and 
early computer buffs with the drive and savvy to understand and write in computer languages like 
Unix to execute functions like domain name system lookup, file transfer protocol, and simple message 
transfer protocol dominated the internet (Leiner et al., 1997). The basic networking foundations were 
developed, but the average person was waiting for the time when the internet would move from the 
researchers’ lab to broader computing access.

Personal Computing
     For decades, computers were costly in price, massive in size, and difficult to maintain, and 
required a dedicated, specialized operating staff. This meant computer access was only for select 
university personnel, government employees, larger businesses, and electronic hobbyists. Access 
changed with the advent of the Apple II in 1977, the IBM PC in 1981, the Apple Macintosh in 1984, 
and the Windows operating system in 1990 (Allan, 2001). The era of the personal computer (PC) was 
born and it soon became a must-have technology and home appliance for an increasing number of 
individuals in society. Functional, affordable, and easy to operate, computers were now available to 
the general consumer, opening up a worldwide network of information sharing.

The World Wide Web
     Early PCs were standalone machines, and few connected to the government-dominated internet. In 
the 1980s, there began a movement for PCs to connect to proprietary, fledgling dial-up modem-driven 
services like America Online (AOL; Rothman, 2015). These computer connection services allowed 
dial-up modem access, information sharing, and file uploading and downloading for a monthly 
subscription (Haigh et al., 2015). Email communications could be sent but only for those on closed, 
proprietary networks.
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     Some universities began their own networks or used services like AOL in order to connect faculty, 
staff, and students. These online services were far more comfortable to use than the more complex 
internet, which still required a level of technical sophistication. Although these services were 
accessible, they were somewhat isolated as each service provider had an exclusive dial-up modem for 
access and an entity unto itself.

     In 1990, only 2.6 million people worldwide had access to the fledgling internet (Roser et al., 2020). 
A significant breakthrough occurred with the development of hypertext language in 1991 and the 
first integrated web browser, called Mosaic, in 1993 (Hoffman, n.d.). Access to the internet and its 
wealth of resources suddenly became available with a point and click of a computer mouse. The term 
World Wide Web accurately described internet connectivity that spanned the world and connected 
smart devices to include computers, tablets, gaming consoles, and phones. If a device had a central 
processing unit, it could connect. By 2018, 4.2 billion people, or 55.1% of the world population, had 
internet access (Internet World Stats, 2019). In response, the number of digital websites grew from 130 
in 1993 to over 1.9 billion today (InternetLiveStats.com, n.d.).

The Digital Age

     Digitization has created a world library and communication platform where text, audio, and video 
recordings are available to anyone with a computer, tablet, gaming console, or smartphone connected 
to the internet. Anything that can be digitized can be stored and transmitted in real time. The internet 
merely has taken our previous modes of physical and analog forms of communication and moved 
them into the digital stream. Internet publishing is a simple extension of Gutenberg’s printing press. 
The local library is now a part of the World Wide Web library. Text messaging is the modern-day 
telegraph, and cellular phone services have cut out the need for copper wiring. Streaming audio and 
video are what radio and television were. Cutting edge videoconferencing platforms are the new F2F 
communication mode. Reality has now become a virtual reality. For the counselor educator, all of the 
world’s accumulated technological advances and resources can rest in the palm of your hand. All of the 
technologies have come together to support progress toward what we call the distance learning era.

Distance Education
     Even though we tend to think of distance education as a recent development, Pennsylvania State 
University offered correspondence education to rural farmers using U.S. mail in 1892, over 125 
years ago (Dawson, 2018). Correspondence courses were the precursors to the more sophisticated 
distance education approach offered by the University of Phoenix in 1976. The 1990s brought about 
the most significant changes regarding online educational delivery, with the University of California-
Berkeley offering the first completely online curriculum in 1994, and Western Governor’s University, 
established in 1997, helping Western states maximize educational resources through distance 
education (Drumbauld, 2014). Today, the distance education student population has grown to over 
6 million students in the United States (Seaman et al., 2018). Counselor education programs have 
developed along with this national trend. Today, 69 counseling programs are offering CACREP-
accredited distance education degrees (CACREP, n.d.).

Web-Facilitated Faculty–Student and Student–Student Interactions
     In the early 1990s, Moore and Thompson (1990) and Verduin and Clark (1991) defined the core 
conditions that distance education should achieve to become as effective as F2F instruction. These 
conditions were timely instructor feedback to students and regular student-to-student interactions. 
Almost 30 years later, those conditions have been fulfilled. Secure audio- and videoconferencing 
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platforms, such as Zoom and Adobe Connect, now allow faculty and students to connect F2F in real 
time, synchronously (Benshoff & Gibbons, 2011).

     E-learning platforms, such as Blackboard, Canvas, and Moodle, now provide an integrated solution 
for faculty to asynchronously post syllabi, assignments, and instructional resources for instant download 
by students. Students can then respond to faculty questions via threaded discussions, upload papers, and 
take online assessments. Faculty, in turn, can review student work and provide feedback as fast as they 
can type.

     It is now clear that with the combined power of the PC and facilitated technologies, timely 
instructor feedback and regular student-to-student interactions are possible. The future is here, and 
all that remains is for counselor education instructional pedagogy to catch up, as well as keep up, 
with the technological advances that are driving changes in education.

Clarity of Focus: What Is Distance Counselor Education?
     Terms like online education, distance learning, and hybrid program, without a clear understanding of 
their proper use, are problematic. The determination of an academic program as distance education, 
online, hybrid, or residential has implications for federal financial aid, regional accreditors, and 
CACREP. So, what is distance education, how is it linked to advances in educational technology, and 
how does it relate to counselor education?

     In practice, various terms, such as distance learning, online learning, and online education, are 
used. The OPE (2012) has officially adopted the term distance education and further defines distance 
education as instructional delivery that uses technology in courses for students separated from their 
instructor to support “regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor, 
either synchronously or asynchronously” (p. 5). The technologies referred to by the OPE are generally 
internet-based and may include the use of email, audioconferencing, videoconferencing, streaming 
videos, DVDs, and learning management systems.

     Januszewski and Molenda (2013) defined educational technology as “the study and ethical practice 
of facilitating learning and improving performance by creating, using and managing appropriate 
technological processes and resources” (p. 1). Simply put, educational technology is about the 
physical tools we use in education and the processes that we implement to intentionally shape the 
relationship of the tools to the subject matter, teacher, student, and social learning environment. 
These tools and processes combine to form the educational pedagogy to support learning and the 
OPE (2012) mandate for “regular and substantive interaction between student and instructor” (p. 5).

     The OPE (2012) categorizes programs as distance education if at least 50% or more of their instruction 
is via distance learning technologies. In contrast, residential programs, as categorized by the OPE, 
CACREP, and federal financial aid regulations, are allowed to infuse significant distance education 
elements into their instructional coursework as long as they do not exceed the 49% threshold. As an 
example, a 60 semester unit (90 quarter units) residential program could still offer 29 semester units (44.5 
quarter units) of distance education coursework and technically remain residential by OPE standards.

The Continuum of Residential to Distance Education Programming
     At one end of the spectrum are purely residential programs, offering 100% of courses in person. 
The next step along the spectrum is residential hybrid programs. These are still considered residential 
in providing the preponderance of courses in residence, but they can contain up to 49% of their credit 
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units online and technically maintain their residential classification. Next along the spectrum are limited 
residency distance learning programs. These provide 50% or more of courses online but require some 
level of on-campus participation. A 2018 study by Snow et al. found that 90% of CACREP-accredited 
distance education programs were considered limited residency. They required students to attend a 
campus residency at least once and up to four times during their degree program. Finally, at the opposite 
end of the spectrum is a small but growing number of programs offering entirely distance education 
formats. These offer 100% of their coursework at a distance with no campus residency requirement.

The Infusion of Distance Education Technology in All Education
     It is difficult to imagine any counselor education in 2020 to be technology-free and without 
some integration of distance education elements into individual class sessions, full courses, or 
programs. In concept, one could argue that there is a bit of online educator in the majority of faculty 
members today, whether they realize it or not. Most universities now require faculty, even the most 
technophobic, to have access to a computer and read and respond to email communications. Critical 
information is commonly only accessible on institutional web pages. Confidential information, such 
as student advising information, is often available online via secure portals—no more hard copy 
student files. Grades are now commonly put online. All of these widely used technologies support 
students learning at a distance.

     The advent of the modern learning management system in the form of web-based platforms, such 
as Blackboard, Canvas, and Moodle, has added a level of access and interactivity to all programs in 
the teaching spectrum, from entirely residential to entirely online. Faculty engaged in all formats 
can use these educational platforms to post text, audio, video, and recorded lectures. Students can 
view materials, upload their papers, and post responses for review and grading. Discussion groups 
can interact using asynchronous, threaded discussions within these portals. Embedded grade books 
keep students informed of their progress at all times. These learning platforms, along with other 
educational technologies, are now commonly employed in both residential and distance education 
courses, making the programs look increasingly more similar than different.

Reducing the Distance in Distance Education
     Assuming the presence of residential courses with as much technology infused into them as many 
distance education courses, what is the difference? Both formats require “regular and substantive 
interaction between the students and the instructor” (OPE, 2012, p. 5). The key word in distance 
education is distance. The OPE (2012) refers to distance education where students are physically 
separated from their instructor. Academic programs are required to support, facilitate, and ultimately 
ensure that regular and substantive interactions occur between students and instructors. The implicit 
assumption is that residential faculty in close physical proximity to their students have adequate 
if not superior amounts of regular and substantive interactions with students and thus greater 
connection and engagement. But, is that necessarily true?

     We suggest that rather than focus on whether a class is considered residential or distance education, 
the concern should be about the amount of regular and substantive interactions, which decrease the 
social distance between students and faculty and thus help foster community and quality student 
engagement. Reducing social distance, a measure of relationship and connection, is a significant factor 
in promoting student engagement. The Great Schools Partnership (2016) defined student engagement 
as “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, and passion that students show when they 
are learning or being taught, which extends to the level of motivation they have to learn and progress 
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in their education” (para. 1). There is ample evidence that students who feel a sense of community 
and connection, no matter what the delivery model, demonstrate better academic performance and 
higher levels of satisfaction and retention (Benshoff & Gibbons, 2011; Chapman et al., 2011; Rovai & 
Wighting, 2005). The decreased social distance between faculty and students is a good indicator of 
“regular and substantive interactions” and thus greater student engagement in the learning process. 
The physical proximity of faculty and students within residential learning programs can certainly 
provide opportunities for direct interaction and decreased social distance, but without appropriate 
faculty desire to connect and engaging pedagogy, there is no guarantee. Numerous studies involving 
residential programs document cases of student disconnect, alienation, and reduced graduation rates 
on college campuses (e.g., Feldman et al., 2016; O’Keefe, 2013; Redden, 2002; Rovai & Wighting, 2005; 
Tinto, 1997). Helping students feel connected to their faculty, fellow students, and campuses is an 
important task for those operating in both residential and distance learning arenas. Distance education 
faculty using the appropriate technological tools and pedagogy can overcome the obstacles of physical 
separation and facilitate meaningful, regular, and substantive interactions.

     As we reflect on our educational careers, the authors remember auditorium-style classes in large 
lecture halls. The physical distance to the instructor might have been 50 feet, but it might as well have 
been 50 miles as it was difficult to connect with an instructor when competing with 99 other students 
for attention. Conversely, we have experienced an online class where faculty and students were 
geographically scattered, but small class sizes allowed us all to make stronger connections. We have 
come to believe that online education done right can take the distance out of distance education.

     The ability of students and faculty to connect at a distance is ever increasing. What was once 
almost purely an asynchronous model of instruction (i.e., threaded discussion posts and emailed 
assignments) now has evolved with the addition of interactive videos and training modules, recorded 
lectures, “real-time” synchronous classes, and live videoconferencing for classroom experiences, 
advising, and clinical supervision. These tools are allowing students to watch expert counseling role 
models demonstrate and practice clinical skills themselves while getting real-time feedback from 
instructors and fellow students. For many counselor education programs, distance education and 
online learning experiences are now better characterized as virtual remote classrooms.

The Special Section: Distance Counselor Education

     This special section reviews the historical context of distance education, seeks to understand the 
critical elements and best practices for effective distance education, and makes modest projections 
about future trends. Six additional articles can be found in this issue that provide greater focus on the 
following areas of consideration: (a) student selection, development, and retention; (b) challenges and 
solutions of clinical training in the distance environment; (c) distance education pedagogy similarities 
and differences compared to residential instruction; (d) legal and ethical considerations for distance 
counselor education; (e) opportunities and challenges of multicultural and international distance 
education; and (f) student perceptions and experiences in distance education.

Student Selection, Development, and Retention: Who Can Best Succeed?
     There are several measures of student success, including retention, academic performance, and 
graduation rates. Researchers have examined the success of students enrolled in online programs 
or classes to better understand those factors that lead to or impede student success. Sorenson and 
Donovan (2017) sought to explore why undergraduate students at an online, for-profit university were 
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dropping out. The authors determined that attrition could be attributed to several factors, including a 
perceived lack of support by the university and faculty, difficulty balancing multiple priorities, a lack 
of awareness of how much time is required, and academic issues (Sorenson & Donovan, 2017).

     How do we determine the best “fit” through our student selection process? A student’s 
undergraduate college grade point average does seem to serve as a significant predictor of success in 
graduate distance learning programs (Cochran et al., 2014). Graduate Record Exam scores, previous 
work experience, and application essays also are commonly used to select students, but Overholt 
(2017) did not find them useful in predicting student success among non-traditional graduate student 
populations. Gering et al. (2018) determined that more salient factors for predicting success included 
initiative, the ability to take responsibility for one’s education, and time management. Yukselturk and 
Bulut (2007) have described these factors as representing self-regulated learners.

     Gering et al. (2018) also found some external student success factors to be crucial, including a 
supportive family, strong social connections with other students, strong teaching presence, and 
receiving prompt and regular feedback and guidance. It is clear then that student success in distance 
learning courses is partially dependent upon student attributes but also on their level of external 
support, the actions of the instructor, and a supportive institution.

Clinical Training in the Virtual Remote Environment: What Are the Challenges and Solutions?
     It is one thing to offer didactic learning at a distance but quite another when we think about how 
to conduct engaging clinical skills development in the distance education environment. How do we 
support the development of appropriate knowledge, skills, and dispositions to help counseling students 
succeed? The virtual remote classroom allows students to observe faculty experts and student volunteers 
engaged in clinical role-play simulations. Students can team up with other students in virtual breakout 
rooms to practice skills they have just watched remotely. Videoconference tools with embedded 
recording features can capture verbal and non-verbal interactions. Faculty can subsequently observe 
student role plays live or via recorded sessions.

     According to Reicherzer et al. (2012), online and hybrid counselor training programs using a blend 
of asynchronous, synchronous, and in-person training can produce counselors capable of meeting site 
supervisors’ expectations of clinical skill preparation before entering practicum and internship. Other 
researchers found that student learning outcomes are higher for hybrid or blended programs than for 
fully online or fully residential programs (Means et al., 2010).

     Graduates of such programs have an advantage over residential students in their experience with 
the technologies required for implementing telemedicine and online counseling in their practices—a 
necessary competency for future practice in the 21st century. With their background in distance 
learning, these students will have firsthand knowledge of what it takes to properly implement online 
tools for facilitating strong therapeutic connections. Their remote experiences will provide valuable 
insights to mental health agency leaders who eventually need to integrate telemedicine into their 
work to keep pace with future trends and demands (Zimmerman & Magnavita, 2018). This will 
set these students apart from other clinicians graduating today who lack the training outcomes to 
participate competently with the proper ethical safeguards in the online world (Barnett, 2018).

Virtual Remote Educational Pedagogy: Similar or Different From Residential Instruction?
     In education, the preferred relationship of balancing course content, pedagogy, and technology will 
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vary by institution and instructor. One example is the philosophy of José Bowen (2012). He prefers 
the live classroom experience, creating more value within the live classroom experience and using 
technology outside the classroom (Bowen, 2012). He is not against technology, but he believes it is best 
used outside the classroom to free up more time for richer in-class dialogue. Other programs may adopt 
a model with more reliance on technology for primary content delivery with the instructor taking a 
backseat to the online delivery systems. In the context of online and technology-enhanced counselor 
education, how do those of us who work and teach virtually maximize the available technology to create 
a vibrant, interactive experience? Can we leverage technological tools to provide the resources needed for 
success while still creating an impactful and compelling experience? What is the appropriate balance?

     In a study of online courses with demonstrated effectiveness, Koehler et al. (2004) determined that 
three components must dynamically constrain and interact with each other: content, pedagogy, and 
technology. Faculty must demonstrate expertise in their subject matter, skill teaching in an online 
environment, and an understanding of as well as effectiveness in utilizing technology in dynamic 
ways. If all three are present in a course, students report having a better learning experience.

     Total distance learning, blended learning, and fully residential learning approaches share 
another common success—the importance of a positive, supportive learning community. In a 
study by Murdock and Williams (2011), distance learning students who felt connected and a part 
of the university community reported more satisfying learning experiences. At least in these cases, 
successful connection was more important than any particular teaching pedagogy or technology.

Legal and Ethical Considerations in Online Delivery
     Online educators are subject to the same statutory and regulatory compliance concerns as their 
residential counterparts. Online educators have additional complications, challenges, and risks 
because of their reliance on web-based technologies and online communication. Security, privacy, 
and access are some of the considerations faced by educators teaching at a distance.

     Cybersecurity is now an overarching concern in higher education (White, 2015). Most, if not all, 
of the student’s personal information, academic record, and submitted course materials are stored 
in computer files in cloud-based storage. Increasingly, physical student records do not exist as 
backups. We are moving toward total dependence on reliable, secure access to internet-based storage 
and retrieval solutions. Distance educators face a level of risk each time student and institutional 
information is stored, accessed, and shared across cyberspace. There are plenty of bad actors in 
society focused on disrupting and exploiting these kinds of private information.

     The Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2018) requires the 
protection of the student’s personally identifiable information and education records from unauthorized 
disclosure. Protection requirements apply to the institution in general; educational service providers 
providing outsourced services; and every administrator, staff member, and faculty member with access 
to student records. Although cybersecurity is an important security component, there are other simple, 
practical questions for the individual educator to ponder. For example, when involved in asynchronous 
communications via email, how do you know it is the actual student? When a distance learning faculty 
member gets a phone call from an online student they do not know well, how do they verify identity? 
In 2007, a residential student impostor lived on Stanford’s campus for 6 months, ate in the cafeteria, and 
lived the campus experience until finally caught (Novinson, 2007). If it can happen in a residential setting 
where we interact with students directly, it can surely happen in an online environment.
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     Compliance regulations for the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA) 
govern the security of communications that clinical site supervisors, clinicians in training, and faculty 
supervisors maintain about client cases (HIPAA, 2015). Clinical faculty conducting individual, triadic, or 
group supervision via telecommunication must verify that technologies meet HIPAA compliance. There 
also is the requirement that student clinicians must not be discussing confidential issues within earshot 
of friends, families, and roommates—and not doing so via the local coffee shop’s wireless hotspot.

     Online education provides access to students at a distance, and in many respects, it provides access 
and opportunities for those who previously had few options to extend their learning. Online courses 
may not prove accessible to people with disabilities as the reliance on embedded web technologies may 
present challenges (Edmonds, 2004). The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires educational 
institutions to make their physical campuses accessible to people with disabilities and the virtual 
campuses as well. The ADA government website provides guidelines of what is required to make web-
based information accessible to those with various disabilities (United States Department of Justice, n.d.).

     Issues of student sexual harassment can occur, necessitating Title IX investigations and interventions 
(Office for Civil Rights, 2018). University administrators must learn how to handle these and other 
related issues at a distance with students who may be physically separated.

     Online educators must comply with federal statutes and regulations, those in their institution’s 
home state, and those in the state in which the student resides. State-by-state approval is possible but 
cumbersome. There are initiatives, such as the National Council for State Authorization Reciprocity 
Agreements, to establish a state-level reciprocity process (National Council for State Authorization 
Reciprocity Agreements, n.d.).

Multicultural and International Distance Education: What Are the Opportunities and Challenges?
     Another important consideration is how well distance counseling programs effectively attract, 
retain, and support students from diverse backgrounds. Since its rise in availability, distance 
education has been a strong draw for people from diverse backgrounds, particularly women of color 
(Columbaro, 2009). Walden University, one of the largest online universities in the country, reported 
in 2015 that of its almost 42,000 graduate students, 76.7% were women and 38.7% were African 
American (Walden University’s Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, 2015).

     In addition to the strong representation of students of color in online education, there is a 
growing number of international students who also are taking advantage of opportunities to learn 
at a distance (Kung, 2017). Kung (2017) reported data from the Institute of International Education 
that showed a 7.1% increase in the number of international students studying in U.S. colleges and 
universities. Distance learning can accelerate this increase as online students do not require an F-1 
visa to participate at a distance. With this rise, Kung calls for an increase in cultural awareness, 
sensitivity, and preparation for working with international students in online settings.

Counselor Education at a Distance: Student Perspectives
     Given the rise in the number of distance counselor education programs, it seems that there 
would be a wealth of literature to help us understand the real experiences of students training 
to be professional counselors in online formats. Although there have been studies examining 
general student perceptions of engagement, social presence, and outcomes in online learning 
environments (Bolinger & Halupa, 2018; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 2018; Murdock & Williams, 2011), 
specific experiences of online counseling students across the wide variety of delivery methods has 
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not, to these authors’ knowledge, been conducted. As technology improves and options for learning 
management, videoconferencing, and student assessment platforms increase, programs training 
counselors at a distance have a widening variety of ways in which this learning can occur.

     Asynchronous, synchronous, blended, hybrid, and fully online are just a few modalities that 
counseling students use to experience their education. A glimpse into the experiences of students 
will shed light on how our most important players in this ever-changing game of distance counselor 
education view the efficacy of their respective training, now and in the future.

The Future of Distance Counselor Education

     As we examine emerging technologies and near-future possibilities, it can seem like science fiction. 
The use of avatars and other simulation and gaming technologies in counselor training, for example, 
have been examined for potential substitutions for counseling practice with peers and real people. 
Walker (2009) studied the use of avatars in one virtual platform, Second Life, for skills training among 
master’s-level counseling students. Counseling students’ attitudes regarding the effectiveness of this 
medium to enhance skills development were measured, and findings suggested that this technological 
enhancement was efficacious to student learning, engagement, and overall skill development.

     Virtual reality (VR) is already used in counseling and is being explored as a way to create 
environments that can help address trauma and phobias and enhance mindfulness training and 
techniques. Riva and Vincelli (2001) contend that the use of VR in clinical settings can serve as 
a “sheltered setting” (p. 52) where clients can explore distress-producing stimuli in a safe and 
controlled environment.

     What potential does this technology have in the training of the next counselors? Might we have 
“virtual” clients that counselors interact with, in real time, in a VR environment? Buttitta et al. (2018) of 
California State University, Northridge’s counselor education program are already doing so in training 
their counseling students. They recently presented initial findings at the 2018 Western Association for 
Counselor Education and Supervision (WACES) Conference where they demonstrated how they could 
change the avatar’s voice and physical look to become a person of any age, gender, or ethnicity. Their 
initial impressions are that student learning is as good with avatars as with role-playing students.

     We see this idea tested in training programs in other fields. Plessas (2017) conducted a study 
of the effectiveness of using VR “phantom heads” for dental students to practice their skills on. 
Findings suggested that along with concurrent, augmented feedback from supervisors, this training 
method creates a level of efficiency and safety. Additional platforms for virtual counseling are being 
developed, necessitating enhanced training of counselors who are equipped to work with new 
technologies and environments.

Conclusion

     As counselor training programs become more technologically savvy, different models and 
methods of online pedagogy are available to them. What once was almost purely an asynchronous 
model of instruction (i.e., discussion posts and assignments in a learning management system like 
Blackboard or Canvas) now has the ability to add interactive videos and training modules, recorded 
lectures and discussions, and “real-time” synchronous classes and supervision groups using 
platforms such as Zoom, Skype, or GoToMeeting. The opportunity–capability gap between distance 
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education and residential classrooms is shrinking. According to Cicco (2011), there is greater efficacy 
of training when online learning includes opportunities for counseling modeling by experts using 
videos and podcasts as well as opportunities for students to engage in the practice and demonstration 
of clinical skills. Today’s distance education classroom can do all that and more.

     Students in online core counseling skills courses have reported higher self-efficacy (using the 
Counseling Self-Estimate Inventory) than their counterparts in traditional F2F classrooms (Watson, 
2012). Repeated studies draw similar conclusions regarding gains in self-efficacy using online 
instruction (Smith et al., 2015). Higher levels of internal motivation, student confidence, and self-
efficacy are due in part to the structure of online courses and the requirement for students to engage 
in independent, autonomous learning exercises (Wadsworth et al., 2007).

     The evidence we have examined leads us to the conclusion that not only is online and distance 
education here to stay, but there also are excellent reasons and justifications for its current use 
and future expansion. We trust that this special section will help to shed light on those aspects of 
distance counselor education programs proven effective and provide information to the benefit of all 
counselor training programs—no matter what delivery methods are utilized.
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This article reviews relevant research that provides context for a commentary by two long-time distance 
counselor educators and supervisors with over 35 years of combined professional experience. The authors 
explore factors that support successful outcomes for graduate students within distance counselor education 
programs, which include how students are selected, supported in their development, and retained in the 
program. Discussion targets how distance learning promotes open access to students who historically have 
been marginalized, who are living in rural areas, and who have not had the same access to educational 
opportunities. We focus on the roles and responsibilities of institutional and program leadership and 
program faculty in the areas of building and sustaining a learning community, faculty engagement in and 
out of the classroom, and retention and gatekeeping of students. Finally, we discuss considerations for 
building and sustaining credibility within the university culture, supporting the specialized needs of a 
CACREP-accredited program, and managing the student–program relationship.

Keywords: student selection, student development, student retention, distance education, counselor education

     Distance counselor education has evolved from a place of skepticism to an accepted and legitimate 
method of training master’s- and doctoral-level counselors and counselor educators and supervisors. 
Snow et al. (2018) noted that “Changing the minds of skeptical colleagues is challenging but naturally 
subject to improvement over time as online learning increases, matures, and becomes integrated into 
the fabric of counselor education” (p. 141). A foundational driver in this evolution has been the necessity 
of program stakeholders to be creative and innovative in using distance technology to achieve similar 
or sometimes better results than traditional, residence-based programs. In this article, we will address 
characteristics of students in distance counselor education programs, their specific needs, the concept of 
andragogy and adult learners, considerations for selecting and retaining distance learning students, the 
importance of supporting the development of digital competence, and orienting students to the distance 
program. Additionally, we will discuss the roles and responsibilities of institutional and program 
leadership and program faculty in three key areas related to optimal student development and program 
efficacy: community building, faculty presence and engagement in and out of the classroom, and 
student retention and gatekeeping. Finally, we raise considerations in building and sustaining credibility 
within the university culture, supporting the specialized needs of a program accredited by the Council 
for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP), and managing the 
student–program relationship (Urofsky, 2013). In this article, we use the research literature on distance 
counselor education to support insights we have gained over 35 years of combined experience teaching 
and administrating online counselor education in a large for-profit institution. To avoid confusion, 
throughout this article we will be using the term distance counselor education as encompassing online 
learning, virtual learning, online counselor education, or other terms denoting distance learning in 
counselor education. 
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     The thought of training counselors using distance education has stimulated incredulity in many 
counselor educators because of the nature of counselor education (Snow et al., 2018). The underlying 
concern was that students trained in distance education programs could not be adequately prepared 
because of the high-touch, interpersonal nature of counselor preparation in which students encountered 
faculty and supervisors in traditional face-to-face settings. For those venturing into this new frontier, 
the challenge was to create an effective combination of academic and experiential learning that would 
provide students with the appropriate foundation for practice to ensure that there were sufficient 
opportunities to observe and evaluate skills development and comportment. An outcome of distance 
counselor education was also the realization that offering students a more flexible higher education 
format was one of the best vehicles to increasing opportunity and access for students (Carlsen et al., 
2016). Over the years, we have recognized that facilitating distance learning opportunities was one of 
the counseling profession’s greatest opportunities to create a more diverse workforce of counselors 
equipped to provide services in a myriad of traditionally underserved communities, strengthen and 
support counselors using a variety of technological tools in their work, and enhance students’ exposure 
to diversity, thereby creating a counseling workforce better able to practice cultural humility (Fisher-
Borne et al., 2015; Shaw, 2016). This enhanced cultural competence happens in part because students 
engage with a widely diverse set of colleagues and faculty that represent various regions of the United 
States and the world and touch on the areas of socioeconomic, sociocultural, ethnic, spiritual, and 
religious domains in learners, practitioners, and clients. Essentially, we have recognized that distance 
education benefits both student and educator, consumer and provider, community and profession. 

     There have been significant advancements in best practices regarding student selection, 
development, and retention for distance counselor education. These advancements and modifications, 
however, need to align with the expectations and guidance of the 2014 ACA Code of Ethics (American 
Counseling Association [ACA], 2014) and the accreditation standards of CACREP, which also changed 
to accommodate distance counselor education preparation programs. Many of the best practices for 
student selection, development, and retention in distance education emerged from what counselor 
educators gleaned from traditional educational environments. In addition, curricular activities evolved 
and have been developed with a healthy respect for the interpersonal nature of educating counselors, 
while developing and utilizing technologies that could accomplish the same objectives achieved in 
traditional programs, even though the activities to accomplish those objectives are distinct. We have 
found that developing best practices for selection, development, and retention of counselor education 
students at a distance has resulted from working with and observing students and responding to 
their unique needs while balancing where we have “been.” Additionally, engaging in continuous 
dialogue with program stakeholders and using essential assessment data has helped us become better 
at meeting students’ needs in a distance education environment. An important aspect of developing 
best practices is understanding who our students are and what specialized needs they bring to their 
graduate work when enrolling in a distance counselor education program. 

Understanding Our Students in Distance Counselor Education
      The first generation of students who pursued distance counselor education were mostly older 
students, women, people with disabilities, working adults, and students who were more racially and 
ethnically diverse (Smith, 2014), and although those distinctions are not as clear now as they were a 
decade ago (Ortagus, 2017), responding to the needs of early distance education students informed 
counselor educators in creating a model of educating these students that met their educational and 
developmental needs. Programs committed to facilitating student access and inclusion discovered the 
need to adjust outdated thinking from traditional criteria as the basis for selection and admission into 
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graduate counseling preparation programs (Bryant et al., 2013) to broaden access. One area of focus 
essential to program success was looking carefully at the needs of non-traditional and minority students. 

     Choy (2002) defined non-traditional students as students who either are enrolled part-time, are 
financially independent, have dependents other than a spouse or partner, or are single parents. 
In addition, we know that non-traditional students are likely to have delayed enrolling in higher 
education, work at least 35 hours a week, and be over the age of 25. These circumstances contribute to 
non-traditional students being much more career-decided than traditional students, and we find that 
these students are very disciplined, with non-traditional female students having higher grade point 
averages than their peers (Bushey-McNeil et al., 2014). However, we also know that these students have 
challenges. For example, non-traditional students are more likely to have a history of academic failures 
in their past, which may undermine confidence in their ability to succeed. They also have significant 
time constraints and family responsibilities (Grabowski et al., 2016). We know that although students in 
distance education succeed overall at a comparable rate to students in traditional residential institutions, 
students from underrepresented groups do not perform as well in distance education (Bushey-McNeil 
et al., 2014; Minichiello, 2016). While there have been some changes in the demographics of distance 
education students in higher education, with an increasing number of traditional student consumers of 
online education (Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2016), the majority of students in distance education counseling 
programs are still non-traditional students, precipitating the need for admissions policies that may not 
mirror traditional graduate admissions practices but allow for consideration of work and service activities 
in the process. The importance of understanding the demographics of distance counselor education 
students is in being responsive to their needs on a situational, institutional, and dispositional level.      

Responding to the Needs of Distance Learning Students
     Effectively engaging distance learning students and creating learning experiences responsive 
to their specific needs requires understanding that factors impacting success are situational, 
institutional, and dispositional (Bushey-McNeil et al., 2014). As mentioned earlier, at any one point 
in the student’s academic career, a non-traditional student can be a parent, a partner, an employee, a 
caregiver, or some other significant and time-consuming role, which constitutes a situational factor 
(Bushey-McNeil et al., 2014). These competing responsibilities have a significant impact on student 
success (Grabowski et al., 2016).

     There also are institutional considerations that impact a student’s success. Institutional considerations 
include programmatic policies and practices, limited course offerings or offerings that are only available 
during the day, lack of childcare, and lack of financial assistance (Bushey-McNeil et al., 2014). Students 
in brick-and-mortar environments often feel that they are not receiving the support they need from their 
educational institution (Grabowski et al., 2016; Kampfe et al., 2006). The distance learning environment 
certainly makes managing childcare, work responsibilities, and inflexible schedules less of an obstacle 
in pursuit of higher education. Finally, there are dispositional concerns related to the limits that non-
traditional students place on themselves based on their perceptions of their ability to succeed and their 
lack of self-confidence (Bushey-McNeil et al., 2014). Institutional and program leadership and program 
faculty must be sensitive to what these students bring to their educational experience and respond 
productively to these concerns by providing the kind of flexibility necessary to help them develop the 
skills and professional dispositions needed for professional practice. This support also requires programs 
to be alert to the skills needed to be successful in a distance learning environment, including and 
especially andragogical elements within the curriculum. 
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Andragogy and the Distance Learner
     Students in distance learning programs need flexibility, hands-on laboratory experiences, in-depth 
orientation to technology, greater access to instructors, competency assessment and remediation 
designed to refresh skills and knowledge, and opportunities for self-reflection and support (Minichiello, 
2016) in order to be successful. These needs are aligned with what we understand about the learning 
principle called andragogy, which is “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Teaching Excellence 
in Adult Literacy Center, 2011, p. 1). According to Knowles (1973), adults learn best in situations that 
allow them to apply information and problem-solving techniques to experiences and situations that 
are relevant to their own lives. In addition, adults look for opportunities to immediately apply newly 
acquired knowledge (Yarbrough, 2018).

     Consistent with this need, instructors in an andragogical learning environment see the learner’s 
experience as valuable and are willing, in the process of acting as subject matter experts, to allow the 
learner to guide and customize the learning process (Palmer, 2007; Salazar-Márquez, 2017). Adult 
learning theory should be the foundation of the online learning experience, and the online learning 
environment should be reflective of a partnership between subject matter expert and facilitator and 
the adult learner, who is a personal life expert and leader in the learning experience (Clardy, 2005). 
The teacher as facilitator helps the learner apply the knowledge and skills to situations relevant to 
the learner’s experiences and evaluates the application of that newly acquired knowledge. In distance 
counselor education, faculty members also enact the roles of supervisor, mentor, and gatekeeper, 
which adds to the complex nature of orienting students to what these roles mean and how they 
are related to the teaching role. Faculty members also need to consider how they enact these roles 
throughout the learning process in meeting the needs of distance students.

     In distance counselor education programs, program faculty and administrators have discovered that 
student success is rooted in providing students with support throughout the program, finding ways 
to engage them and giving them the opportunity to benefit from their faculty and peers’ experiences 
and expertise, getting them connected to university support services early, and, consistent with 
andragogical learning principles, identifying opportunities to affirm or support them in developing 
their own sense of self-efficacy and sense of agency (Clardy, 2005). There are significant opportunities to 
incorporate these elements in the selection, development, and retention activities of the program.

Selecting and Retaining Distance Learning Students
     The goal of the entire educational process in counselor education centers on offering students 
experiences, education, and skill development that provide a firm orientation to the profession and 
the expectations of the counseling profession. Each step, from admissions to graduation and even 
alumni relationships, should be designed to inform students’ understanding of the profession. 
Although programs demonstrate flexibility in the way they meet professional standards with 
the admissions process, the processes must reflect professional standards like those described by 
CACREP (2015, Standards 1.K–L and 6.A.3–4). Supporting counselor education students at a distance 
begins with the selection or admissions process.

Admissions Policies
     Historically, graduate admissions policies have focused on undergraduate grade point average, 
standardized test scores, personal interviews, and personal statements (Bryant et al., 2013). However, 
there are criticisms of these practices in that, although they are perceived to be race-neutral and 
objective, they do not account for the fact that there is differential access to quality pre-college 
education based on race and socioeconomic status (Park et al., 2019). Traditionally, low-income 
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students and many students of color are denied access to the most prestigious graduate programs. 
Many online institutions, both public and private, are employing broad-access admissions practices 
for their online programs to increase access, opportunity, and fairness (Park et al., 2019).

     A broad-access admissions policy differs from an open-access admissions policy. Open admissions 
typically means there are no requirements for admissions beyond having completed the requisite 
education before entering a program. Broad access generally means that requirements such as grade 
point average are designed to give potential students opportunity to participate in the experience, 
and consideration is given to factors other than academic performance. Broad access provides an 
opportunity for higher education to people who have been traditionally left out for a variety of reasons, 
such as the inability to access higher education or because less than stellar undergraduate performances 
have made it difficult for students to access graduate school. There are some variations to broad-access 
policies for many online institutions that have as their goal educating adult learners and increasing 
access and opportunity for people who have traditionally been excluded from higher education.

     Although many online programs do not require standardized tests, such as the Graduate Record 
Examination or the Miller Analogies Test, and may have a lower undergraduate grade point average 
requirement than other institutions, a robust process for evaluating a candidate’s readiness for a 
graduate counseling program is essential. In addition to ensuring that the admission decisions are 
based on the applicant’s career goals, potential success in forming effective counseling relationships, 
and respect for cultural differences as described by the CACREP standards (CACREP, 2015, Section 
1. L), programs also consider the candidate’s professional and community service as an indicator 
of their aptitude for graduate study. As important as it is to assess students’ readiness for graduate 
work through their previous academic performance and professional and service activities, programs 
also need to assess students’ digital readiness or competence for the tasks required in an online 
program (da Silva & Behar, 2017).

Developing Digital Competence
     In the online education environment, it is imperative for students to either have or quickly 
develop digital competence. Digital competence is essentially the knowledge, attitudes, and skills 
required to effectively use the instructional technology found in a distance education environment. 
Students in the online environment have varying degrees of digital competence. Some students 
in the distance education environment are digital natives and others are digital immigrants (Salazar-
Márquez, 2017). Digital natives are those who have always been a part of a highly technological 
world and are accustomed to accessing information quickly and easily. Their optimal functioning 
occurs when they are connected and receive immediate gratification. By contrast, those who are not 
disposed to technological mastery or have had little exposure to technology are digital immigrants 
and are forced to learn a new language and perpetually demonstrate this new language (as a second 
language), always speaking or behaving relative to their first language. For the digital immigrant, 
the requirements of navigating the course classroom and the university resources and creating 
assignments that require them to use technology can be very challenging.

     Although digital natives can navigate the distance education environment with relative ease, they 
also can be very critical of the speed and efficiency of online systems. Digital immigrants, on the 
other hand, must navigate instructional content and the learning platform. As one might expect, it is 
much easier for a digital immigrant to communicate with a digital immigrant and a digital native to 
communicate with a digital native. But education is not homogenous, and there are both students and 
faculty who are natives and immigrants trying to partner with each other for an effective learning 
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experience, which can pose a challenge in developing a productive learning community. Although 
digital immigrants can provide useful recommendations for improving technology and the learning 
platforms, we encourage program faculty and administration to focus on creating and maintaining 
systems that are universally beneficial and can be used easily for both natives and immigrants. If 
an assessment of digital competence is not part of the admissions process, it should be a part of the 
enrollment and on-boarding process to ensure that students know how to use technology required in 
the program, and should be an ongoing part of the educational experience.

Orientation to the Program
     Critical parts of the admissions and retention processes for counselor education students include 
the full disclosure of what will be expected as students move through the program and the activities 
designed to make sure that students are fully aware of what they will be able to do with their degree 
after its completion. The Association for Graduate Enrollment Management Governing Board (2009) 
indicates that best practices for graduate enrollment management professionals include making 
sure that students understand the requirements of their degree program early. This is particularly 
important to students in distance education programs. Distance learning students, who are still largely 
non-traditional students, must be informed of program expectations early so that they can decide their 
ability to manage the different program requirements. For many distance education students, one of 
the greatest challenges is planning time away from work or family for the synchronous requirements 
such as group counseling laboratories, residency experiences, supervision, and field experiences.

     Helping Students Plan. In addition to being informed of these requirements, administrators and 
faculty must make sure that students understand not just the requirements but also the relevance 
and timing of requirements. Non-traditional students need to understand how the timing of 
programmatic activities impacts their development and progression in the program. One of the best 
ways to retain students throughout a program is to encourage them to plan appropriately so that 
they can appropriately manage their personal responsibilities during the times they are engaged in 
experiences (e.g., field experience or residency) required for the academic program.

     Providing Credentialing Information. Pre-admissions orientation also should include information 
about the credentialing process. It is quite common for students in distance counselor education 
programs to reside in different states with varying regulations regarding licensing and credentialing 
for practice. The pre-admissions process should include sharing as much information as possible about 
students’ opportunities to practice and their credentialing opportunities, but students also should be 
informed that the laws and requirements for licensure vary by state and can change during the time 
the student is enrolled in the academic program. Helping students invest in being responsible for 
monitoring licensure and credentialing laws in their state is essential. Finally, the program faculty 
and administration must ensure that students understand the expectations for student conduct 
and comportment throughout the program. Students must understand the evaluation process that 
will occur for specific program milestones. Throughout the program, the program should make 
information available about support that is designed for student success.

Faculty, Program Leaders, and University Administrators as Agents of Student Development
     As with traditional brick-and-mortar counselor education programs, distance education programs 
are supported by two sets of institutional personnel. First, they are indirectly supported by a hierarchy 
of administrators, support staff, and program leadership, and secondly, students are directly supported 
by program faculty, who often become the primary, student-facing representatives, models, and 
mentors for both the institution and graduate programs. The challenge for distance counselor education 
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programs becomes to lessen the impact of physical distance between faculty and students by facilitating 
meaningful, productive, and collaborative learning experiences for students with the use of distance 
technology as students matriculate through the curriculum, ensuring that students feel fully supported 
in the process (Benshoff & Gibbons, 2011; Carlisle et al., 2017; Lock & Johnson, 2016; Milman et al., 2015; 
Sibley & Whitaker, 2015; Suler, 2016; Whitty, 2017). Success in this endeavor requires that institutional 
administration, program leadership, and faculty create and sustain a shared vision of how to train 
and support students consistent with institutional values, accreditation standards, best practices, and 
professional credentialing and licensure board requirements, which support student success beyond 
the graduate degree. We have found that these reciprocal relationships are essential to the process of 
enacting such a shared vision and, ironically, call upon counselor educators to utilize their counseling 
and conceptual skills, emotional intelligence, interpersonal expertise, and advocacy to inform and 
persuade institutional stakeholders in how best to train and prepare master’s- and doctoral-level 
counselors and counselor educators. Essential to the process of building and sustaining a successful 
program is nurturing productive relationships with invested stakeholders, which is within the scope of 
professional preparation and the experience of counselor educators. Faculty and program leadership 
are well-advised to perceive themselves as program ambassadors not only to students and other 
external constituents (e.g., prospective students, colleagues outside of the institution, licensure boards, 
professional organizations, accrediting bodies, the public), but also to their internal constituents. (e.g., 
university and college administration, colleagues in related disciplines, other essential decision-makers).

     As previously noted, numerous factors impact students’ ability to be successful in distance 
counseling programs, including personal factors related to work and family circumstances; personal 
history related to success in school and self-efficacy (Kampfe et al., 2006; Wantz et al., 2003); and 
programmatic factors related to timeliness and efficacy of student support, online course platforms and 
curriculum development, technological support, and faculty engagement (Wantz et al., 2003). Although 
educators cannot control or predict students’ personal circumstances, they can control what occurs 
within the program in how they respond to supporting students. The reciprocal relationships between 
institutional and program leadership and program faculty constitute a foundation upon which to build 
a successful program. We have introduced the importance of developing a shared vision between 
these groups and specifically wish to address both institutional and program leadership and program 
faculty responsibilities in three critical program areas, namely building a community of learners, faculty 
presence and engagement in and out of the classroom, and student retention and gatekeeping.

Building a Learning Community for Student Development
     Having a sense of community and belonging is essential to students’ success and retention 
(Berry, 2017). Many students in the online environment report feeling isolated (Berry, 2017) and are 
challenged to be resourceful, organized, and creative in ways they might not if they were enrolled in 
a traditional counselor education program. Time management, developing an intrinsic motivation 
to self-start, and strategically applying creativity in problem solving often become part of the skillset 
students develop out of necessity when working in a distance graduate program. These skills often 
manifest for students within their own version of cyberspace where they must rely upon themselves 
to persist in their graduate work. In order to combat the sense of isolation that contributes to student 
attrition, program faculty and administrators must work together to create a sense of community for 
students, which is largely accomplished using technology.

     The Role of Course Development, Technology, and Program Leadership in Building a Learning 
Community. Technology is the primary apparatus that supports distance learning, but like any tool, it 
needs to be utilized with purpose, intention, and careful planning. As Snow et al. (2018) noted, numerous 
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commercial products have been developed to enhance student learning, including synchronous audio 
and video platforms (e.g., Zoom, Adobe Connect, Kaltura) and classroom platforms (e.g., Blackboard, 
Canvas, Udemy) designed to help provide a usable space to house and disseminate the curriculum 
and support student learning. The key to effective use of these platforms includes developing courses 
designed for online learning, supporting faculty in course development and maintenance, and using 
technology to connect with and support the student experience. Although institutional leadership is 
often enthused about the potential for online learning and the use of technology to support it, faculty 
reactions appear to be mixed (Kolowich, 2012), and not all counselor education faculty embrace distance 
education as a legitimate method for training counselors (Snow et al., 2018), even though they may teach 
in distance programs as both core and adjunct faculty.

     Increasingly in distance counselor education programs, technology is utilized that allows for more 
digital synchronous interactions between students and their peers and faculty. To increase student 
engagement, the use of videoconferencing, webcasts, and telephone conferences are often helpful with 
the learning process (Higley, 2013). Recognizing that interaction and engagement between students 
and faculty is a significant contributor to student success, faculty and program leadership look for ways 
in which technology can enhance those opportunities throughout the programs. Students can upload 
practice videos, experience virtual simulations, and participate in synchronous practice experiences 
through videoconferences where they directly communicate with faculty and peers. Some universities 
also have dedicated virtual social spaces for students to connect with each other and engage on a personal 
level. But invariably, these spaces are underutilized after the beginning of an academic term. Students 
are beginning to create their own social media sites for community building, sharing their experience 
of specific courses and instructors and challenges with securing sites for field experience. Although 
tempting to do so, university officials must guard against the desire to micromanage these experiences 
in order to manage public perceptions regarding their programs. Much like the conversations that go on 
in study groups and campus student centers everywhere, students need spaces to share their sentiments 
about their experience and benefit from their peers’ experiences. Besides, many of the students on these 
sites are very quick to correct erroneous assumptions or combat negative comments with accounts of 
their own positive experiences. Additionally, unadulterated feedback can be useful for programs in 
identifying areas for improvement.

     Residential Laboratories. Over the years, there has been an evolution in the perception of 
counselor educators’ abilities to prepare counselors at a distance. As previously noted, once thought 
of as a suboptimal way to train counselors, distance learning is now being accepted and seen as 
legitimate (Snow et al., 2018). However, many distance counselor education programs have found 
that including a residential component to their primarily online programs positively impacts student 
success, student collaboration, engagement, and overall student satisfaction, as well as the strength 
of the learning community. In these residential laboratories, students practice skills in a synchronous 
environment where they get immediate feedback on their skill development and remediation if 
needed. They also work with peers without the constraints of those situational concerns referenced 
earlier, and they engage with their faculty and academic advisors. Students are able to connect with 
one another meaningfully and close the virtual distance by being able to interact with each other 
in person in real time. For distance learners, the opportunity to connect in person with a group of 
like-minded peers all striving for the same goal benefits them emotionally as well as academically. 
Most importantly, residential experiences allow faculty and program administrators to observe and 
conduct a more in-depth assessment of their students. These in-person residencies go a long way in 
building a sense of community for students (Snow et al., 2018).
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     Faculty as Community-Building Facilitators in the Virtual Classroom. As the primary facilitator of 
the classroom learning experience, the faculty contributes to community building. Faculty community 
building starts with an internal assessment of personal and shared professional values that drive student 
connection and enhance learning. Palmer (2007) described faculty developing a subject-centered posture 
where both faculty and students become part of a community of learners committed to engaging in “a 
collective inquiry into the ‘great thing’ [subject of focus]” (p. 128), which serves as the basis for optimal 
student development. “We know reality only by being in community with it ourselves” (Palmer, 2007, 
p. 100), which challenges the notion of faculty being the only experts that disseminate knowledge. As 
noted previously, andragogy promotes the idea that faculty members have a wealth of professional 
knowledge that they may use to stimulate experiences that will impact students in their growth and 
that the faculty seek to stimulate what students already bring both in their professional and personal life 
experience. Palmer (2007) noted that “good education is always more process than product” (p. 96) and 
that learning is sometimes a disruptive process in which students may feel temporarily dissatisfied with 
ideas, concepts, and processes that are unfamiliar as they get their values and biases bumped into. The 
job of faculty becomes being vigilant and recognizing opportunities to describe the experience through 
developing a balance between support and challenge that invites students to apply what they learn to 
their emerging professional and personal selves. Developing this kind of learning community means that 
faculty members must be willing to be vulnerable in the learning process just as their students are. They 
should resist seeing students solely as customers in their programs instead of as potential colleagues in 
the counseling profession. A careful examination of what counselor educators and supervisors do and 
the shared values that drive professional identity is essential in developing this kind of community of 
learners (Coppock, 2012). For faculty, this approach parallels the goal of developing cultural humility, 
which is a highly sought learning outcome for students (Fisher-Borne et al., 2015; Shaw, 2016).

     Faculty members need to consider how they will personalize the virtual classroom and what 
areas they want to emphasize for their students. For example, forums dedicated to building 
connections through using photographs or small video introductions can enhance the classroom as 
a safe environment for students to interact. Making these introductions fun and engaging can go a 
long way to helping decrease the distance students may experience. Depending on the flexibility of 
the program for faculty to modify the classroom according to their preferences, faculty can create 
spaces for students to share their ideas and thoughts freely and help students discover how their 
ideas compare to those of their peers. Students often attempt to make only minimal and requisite 
connections between their ideas and their peers, but faculty can encourage a more meaningful 
discourse in which students’ expressed ideas are essential through modeling this themselves.

     Additionally, faculty members aid students in becoming responsible community members in the 
classroom and professional community. The faculty models openness and acceptance of the personhood 
and individual perspectives of each student by offering encouraging responses that support their 
perspectives and challenge them to consider other points of view. By immediately attending to students’ 
expressions of thoughts and ideas that may be counterintuitive to the ACA ethical code or that might 
alienate other community members, faculty members facilitate a community where all students feel safe 
and included. Learning how to become professionals in a virtual community becomes an additional 
skillset that students develop as they engage in distance learning. This direct modeling has powerful 
implications for the kinds of relationships students establish with colleagues and clients within work 
settings they will engage in during their practicum and internship experiences.

Faculty Presence and Engagement as Conduits for Student Development
     It is indisputable that faculty engagement with students in distance counselor education is essential. 
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Students rely on faculty to provide clear steps in a process that requires self-motivation, resourcefulness, 
creativity, and persistence. An important part of building a productive learning community and 
promoting the culture of distance learning is helping students not only to engage in the subject (i.e., 
assignments, learning resources, readings, projects), but also to engage each other in order to maintain 
the relational quality of face-to-face interactions. We encourage faculty and program leadership to see 
students as individuals, to foster essential relationships, and to operationalize their caring for students 
in all their activities (Hall et al., 2010). As Hall et al. (2010) have noted, these activities require that those 
involved in preparing counselors at a distance remain focused and intentional about what they do when 
enacting their shared vision.

     The Role of Institutional and Program Leadership in Faculty Engagement. The development and 
maintenance of online curriculum is central to student development, and careful planning, typically 
within a curriculum committee, helps maintain a vibrant and responsive curriculum (Brewer & 
Movahedazarhouligh, 2018). Course development for a distance education program, although vital, 
can be intimidating to faculty unfamiliar with the process who can have reservations about the efficacy 
of distance learning and their own ability in using technology to accomplish course goals. Sibley and 
Whitaker (2015) noted that faculty resistance needs to be responded to by institutional administration 
and program leadership with understanding and support. Wantz et al. (2003) assessed program 
leadership and faculty perceptions of online learning and discovered that faculty perceptions included 
concerns about the efficacy of online distance education, the belief that certain subject areas (i.e., 
practice and application of counseling skills, ability to accurately assess student mastery) might not be 
appropriate for a distance model, the cost–benefit balance and exertion of time and effort in creating 
and maintaining an online course, and the need to be compensated for this time and effort. Although 
this study is over 15 years old, it does give an important touchpoint concerning the perspectives of 
some faculty who work within residential and online programs.

     For programs that rely heavily on faculty to create online curriculum, institutional and program 
leadership and administration will need to carefully review compensation policies and practices 
in programs that require faculty to integrate course development into their workload. Snow et al. 
(2018) verified that some faculty exhibit resistance toward distance learning, specifically faculty 
who themselves are teaching online courses either as adjuncts for online programs or who are being 
required to teach online courses as part of their full-time positions. Sibley and Whitaker (2015) noted 
that “since faculty participation can neither be mandated nor fabricated, institutions must make online 
learning attractive, accessible, and valuable to faculty” (para. 23). This starts with online instructional 
development teams cultivating a deep sense of respect for the expertise the counselor education faculty 
members possess and working to establish consultative relationships when developing the online 
curriculum, including helping faculty see what has been done successfully in other courses. Hall et 
al. (2010) described a philosophy of approaching distance learning from a humanistic framework: 
“The challenge was not to allow technology to limit or destroy the essence of the individuals involved 
in the learning process” (pp. 46–47), but for faculty to maintain the relationality with their students 
consistent with shared professional values that acknowledge counselor preparation as a high-touch 
(i.e., interpersonal, mentoring, supervising) endeavor. An important part of the successful deployment 
and maintenance of distance counselor education programs is in continually nurturing a values-based 
approach; soliciting buy-in from essential stakeholders; seeing and using technology as a tool and 
not a barrier to enhance connection and learning; and supporting the development of the curriculum, 
including scheduled revisions based on systematically collected assessment data (CACREP, 2015).
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     Understanding how to develop curriculum for counselor preparation programs is an essential point 
where online instructional development and program faculty meet. For example, according to media 
richness theory (Whitty, 2017), media-rich learning environments lend themselves best to subject areas 
that are “more ambiguous and open to interpretation” (p. 94) rather than topics that are clear and 
unambiguous, such as mathematical or scientific formulas. Media-rich learning is characterized by the 
following four criteria: the capacity for immediate feedback (i.e., clarity of the material), the capacity to 
transmit multiple cues (i.e., the ability to develop clear and meaningful consensus), language variety 
(i.e., being able to convey context to complex concepts and ideas), and the capacity of the medium to 
have a personal focus (i.e., making the learning personal and relevant to the perspectives and needs 
of the learner). Sibley and Whitaker (2015) point out that some faculty may see technology (including 
media) as a barrier between them and students rather than a tool to facilitate increased insight, 
conceptual understanding, and skill mastery, so supporting faculty in experimenting and adopting 
ways of interacting with technology is a logical starting place. Institutional and program leadership 
can help faculty become familiar with and invested in learning platforms through initial and ongoing 
training. Leadership also can help support faculty directly by determining what parts of the classroom 
can be personalized and modified (including learning activities and assignments) and which parts 
must remain constant for accreditation standards and learning outcomes assessment.

     Additionally, institutional and program leadership are well-advised to develop processes that 
can monitor faculty activity within the virtual classroom that will reinforce expectations of what 
faculty should do weekly in the classroom (e.g., faculty must check into the classroom a minimum 
of four days per week, respond to 75% of student postings with substantive responses in the 
discussion forum, must review and grade assignments within 7 days, and must respond to student 
inquiries within 48 hours of receiving them) without coming across as micromanaging and punitive. 
Leadership may certainly achieve compliance, but they cannot demand engagement, which is based 
on the discretionary time, attention, effort, and energy faculty devotes to the learning endeavor based 
on their deeply held values and commitment to the shared vision they have for educating students.

     We recommend that leadership strive for transparency in how monitoring of classroom activity is 
accomplished, its intent, and the use of assessment data. Without transparency, leadership takes on the 
risk of stoking faculty concerns about negative evaluations and ultimately the security of employment. 
Establishing peer monitoring through periodic course audits within a collegial, developmental, 
and supportive approach that is non-threatening to faculty will go a long way to sustaining faculty 
engagement in the classroom. Some larger distance education programs assign course stewards (i.e., a 
faculty member responsible for a particular course in the curriculum) who act as the first line of contact 
for faculty who may have questions about aspects of the course or particular assignments, or who might 
struggle with a student issue, and can support faculty directly through informal peer mentoring. This 
becomes especially important for adjunct faculty who need assistance in contextualizing the course 
into the larger program objectives and feeling invested in the success of program students. These kinds 
of structures and processes will be helpful if institutional and program leadership is committed to 
communicating regularly with faculty and promoting an environment of support and accountability.

     Finally, institutional and program leadership can encourage a culture of openness to peer review 
and classroom observation that will help faculty improve their techniques and in a way that is non-
threatening (Palmer, 2007). Developing and scheduling events and activities that foster professional 
renewal and connection between faculty can help strengthen the value of reflective practice in teaching 
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that is essential throughout a faculty member’s career. Palmer (2007) writes the following about the 
tendency for faculty to remain “private” about their work in the classroom:

Involvement in a community of [andragogical] discourse is more than a voluntary option for 
individuals who seek support and opportunities for growth. It is a professional obligation that 
educational institutions should expect of those who teach—for the privatization of teaching 
not only keeps individuals from growing in their craft, but fosters institutional incompetence 
as well. By privatizing teaching, we make it hard for educational institutions to become more 
adept at fulfilling their mission. (p. 148)

Being able to see one’s teaching style, approach, and interactions through a colleague’s eyes can help 
faculty make appropriate adjustments and strengthen reflective practice, which is ironically what 
faculty expect from their students in a distance counseling program. This can model a culture of 
openness for the entire learning community.

     Faculty Role in Student Engagement. We believe that faculty engagement with students and 
facilitating meaningful engagement of the subject matter in the classroom lies at the heart of student 
success, both within the program and in establishing a foundation for lifelong learning. Diminishing the 
distance in a distance counselor education program means that faculty members are eager to connect 
meaningfully with students, be open to their feedback about what is or is not working for them in the 
classroom, and take the time and effort to supply a rationale for particular assignments and activities, 
which includes how these learning experiences are relevant to professional growth. The value faculty 
offers is largely in their ability to make the curriculum come alive and to engage the student in seeing the 
subject matter differently than they might assume. This means that faculty members are challenged to 
use their time and effort strategically in developing therapeutic stories, analogies, and insights that can 
be utilized for a variety of professional circumstances, clinical situations, cultural encounters, and ethical 
dilemmas. Recognizing effort and validating students’ points of view, including being sensitive to the 
various personal contexts, shaped by life experience, that students bring to their learning, is essential 
in nurturing faculty–student relationships. In their theory on group development, Bennis and Shepard 
(1956) held that group members, prior to engaging in productive, emotionally intimate, affirming 
interactions with peers, first make decisions about the authority in the room, including accepting how 
the leader models engagement and psychological safety. It is not inconceivable that this similar dynamic 
occurs within the virtual classroom as students encounter the faculty leader and make decisions about 
how to approach the classroom, including using their experience as a springboard into how to behave 
and what to expect. Student engagement in the classroom is enhanced in three specific areas of faculty 
engagement: timely, relevant, consistent, and targeted feedback; substantive and relevant responses in 
discussion forums; and prompt and direct follow-up when necessary with students.

     Timely, Relevant, Consistent, and Targeted Feedback. Feedback is the life blood of student 
development in a counselor preparation program, and students depend on faculty to provide 
affirming and corrective feedback on numerous levels that is proportional to learning activities and 
assignments. Proportionality is demonstrated when the faculty aligns feedback with what is most 
important within the goals and objectives of a course. For example, a common complaint of graduate 
program adult learners is that faculty members may sometimes become so overly concerned about 
student adherence to the American Psychological Association (APA) publication style manual that 
they minimize the content, concepts, insights, and ideas students attempt to convey in their raw and 
imperfect form. When students encounter this kind of disproportionate feedback, they learn what the 
faculty member most values and work to meet the implicit expectations, sometimes to the detriment of 
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learning other and perhaps more important concepts related to the subject matter. When this occurs, 
students may subjugate all other considerations and simply seek to pass the course, while sacrificing 
learning and a love for the subject matter. The impression also might inadvertently be conveyed that 
authority ultimately rules which can reenact the wounds of past academic failures in students who do 
not view themselves as high performing.

     Timely, relevant, consistent, and targeted feedback occurs when faculty members recognize and 
validate the effort students put into their work; respectfully describe what they see working well 
within student product and performance; provide a developmentally sensitive critique of the identified 
concern, while being careful not to overwhelm the student with a list of deficits; and offer respectful, 
corrective alternatives and offer to meet with the student to clarify anything that might be confusing. 
Timeliness is best achieved by staying on top of grading and meeting the established time parameters of 
when assignments will be evaluated and grades returned to the student. Feedback related to counseling 
or conceptual skills performance (such as in field experience) also includes faculty providing sample 
language that might be used in demonstrating the particular skill work that can help stimulate students 
in finding their own voices in how to communicate a particular thing to their clients.

     Substantive and Relevant Responses in Discussion Forums. Discussion forums are often the most 
lively and engaging areas in a virtual classroom and where, often in distance counselor education, a 
significant part of the virtual teaching and learning takes place. Here students engage in articulating 
their insights and understanding of the subject matter and engage one another and faculty in respectful 
and honest interaction. Students can perceive online discussions as less threatening, particularly when 
verbalizing sensitive material, including values-driven points of view (Ancis, 1998), which often emerge 
in coursework such as ethics, social and cultural foundations, group counseling, and field experience 
courses. On the other hand, some students, because they perceive themselves as not being physically 
seen or heard, might engage in the online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2016), wherein they can say things 
that are controversial or disrespectful based on the belief that being anonymous is the same as being 
undetectable. Or they may make comments that would be irresponsible in professional communications, 
which would obviously need to be corrected. Often these discussions are asynchronous, and students 
have the benefit of being able to clearly think about the subject matter, read, observe, and comprehend 
the learning resources (e.g., course readings and media), and prepare responses to discussion prompts 
to meet the requirements of the weekly assignment. Because students develop a routine within the 
classroom, they have been reinforced in how to respond, including deciding how much time and effort 
they will expend in developing their responses. In situations where students may simply default to 
becoming formulaic in their responses, faculty members can help students engage with the material 
more meaningfully through formative and summative feedback. A much more powerful way to help 
students engage in the discussion forum is for faculty to model what engaged responses look like and to 
encourage and invite students to engage more fully in their learning.

     Faculty can engage creatively in the discussion forums by embedding YouTube videos, sharing links 
to TED talks, sharing important and relevant websites, and occasionally sharing humorous memes to 
help counter the effects of formulaic, routine, and mundane participation. Students can be encouraged 
to post a short video describing their reactions as a way of lessening the virtual distance and reminding 
class members of what each other looks like. Often, synchronous meetings occur through interactive 
video platforms where students are able to hear and see and be heard and seen by others, so encouraging 
connections with and between students within these learning opportunities can help prepare students to 
engage with the subject matter more meaningfully (Benshoff & Gibbons, 2011).
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     A primary benefit of online discussions is that the discussion can also be preserved in an organized 
fashion for retrieval by students and faculty members (the discussions can be copied and pasted and 
stored electronically), thus chronicling and capturing the essence of the discussion, reinforcing what 
students said to their peers (the expression of their own perspectives), highlighting specific and targeted 
feedback related to the particular topic, and preserving essential references that might be useful for 
follow-up. Faculty can indirectly assess the efficacy of their responses to determine the degree to which 
their contributions are adding value or are simply facilitative in getting students to engage in the 
discussions with each other. This can include the instructor copying and pasting verbatim “chat” in the 
chat functions of live, synchronous video interactions where students can share insights, suggestions, 
websites, and other resources for student follow-up and review.

     Prompt and Direct Follow-Up with Students. Perhaps the most effective and often time-consuming 
manifestation of faculty engagement is following up with students with live chats, phone calls, video 
interactions (e.g., Zoom, Skype, Adobe Connect technology), or face-to-face in real time for a variety of 
reasons. Often, students get the message from faculty, “If you need me, please reach out to me,” which 
translates to email interactions to address logistic concerns in the classroom. Students assume that 
because they need to be resourceful and proactive in their distance program, they will need to take care 
of themselves, by themselves, without seeking faculty interaction or intervention. Faculty advising and 
mentoring in residential programs appears clear cut; a student can drop into a faculty member’s office 
and address a concern or have a chat about professional or personal matters. This function may be more 
nebulous in a distance education environment unless the faculty makes explicit how they will follow 
up with students and interact with them personally. Faculty can address questions or concerns and also 
engage students in important advising regarding professional, ethical, academic, credentialing, and 
licensure issues; consult about clients they may encounter (if students are in their field experience); and 
have dedicated focused consultation on these important matters. Helping students feel valued means 
that faculty give uninterrupted time and resist multitasking, which can sometimes become a default for 
people who are part of a distance learning community. Faculty can engage students in skills practice 
and can record these practice sessions for students to retrieve and review as needed. Skills practice and 
mastery in distance counselor education has been identified as a central function for faculty in their 
work with students (Fominykh et al., 2018; Shafer et al., 2004; Trepal et al., 2007) and has been identified 
in helping strengthen self-efficacy beliefs in students (Watson, 2012). Faculty can initiate a student 
outreach in cases where they might feel concern over a student’s performance or change in classroom 
behavior. In these ways, the faculty lessens the distance, hold students closer to areas of support, and 
reassures students that they are practically cared for in their graduate work.

Student Retention and Gatekeeping
     Student retention and gatekeeping functions are foundational to ensuring a broad access policy and 
maintaining quality control of program graduates. Students who struggle with academic and personal 
concerns need to have direct support from program faculty and administration in times in which they 
feel most challenged (Kampfe et al., 2006). Counselor educators and supervisors are ethically charged 
as gatekeepers for the counseling profession (ACA, 2014; Bryant et al., 2013; Dougherty et al., 2015; 
Dufrene & Henderson, 2009; Gaubatz & Vera, 2002; Homrich et al., 2014) and the implementation of 
gatekeeping is systemic and dependent on institutional and program leadership and program faculty 
to execute successfully. Leadership and faculty have separate but related functions in successful 
gatekeeping and in student retention.

     The identification of students who struggle will almost always be within the oversight of 
individual faculty members. As noted previously, students can enter a distance counselor education 
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program with academic challenges and with multiple and competing priorities as they balance 
family, work, and school responsibilities. CACREP (2015) requires that programs make students 
aware of counseling services available to them in cases where therapeutic help is warranted. Library 
services, writing center services, student support services, tutoring and mentoring, and disability 
services are often utilized to help students succeed in their academic pursuits. Academic leadership is 
charged with developing and maintaining systems, processes, and protocols that are activated when 
a student needs help and faculty members are essential in helping students access these services 
when needed. Faculty engagement is intricately tied to the successful utilization of these services, 
as students will see faculty as their “go-to” person to help sort through tricky issues and develop an 
action plan. Clear, two-way communication between faculty and academic leadership can assist in 
refining these processes and services.

     Faculty Roles in Student Retention and Gatekeeping. Students in distress will often revert to 
actions that are driven by stress and anxiety rather than what is in their best interests, including 
moving away from those who can help them sort through challenging situations. As noted 
previously, faculty engagement helps students feel confident that the faculty cares about them not 
just as students, but as people. Caring and compassion is operationalized when faculty members 
are proactive in contacting students when there is a change in classroom performance and available 
when students reach out for assistance. Although it is tempting in a distance counselor education 
program to refer students to a particular service or give a phone number or a website address, we 
have found that students sometimes interpret such a referral as “passing the buck” and feel frustrated 
as this patented answer can be experienced as the typical response in other interactions with the 
university and program. Meeting students where they are in this context means that the faculty is 
well-enough aware of the services available that they can talk through the process of what a support 
contact would look like and what students might expect. This is an important part of developing 
productive relationships with internal constituents and nurturing contacts within the institution 
that will help expedite assistance when needed. In this way, faculty credibility is strengthened, and 
students feel cared for at times when it matters most.

     Gatekeeping is a process typically enacted by faculty when there is a concern in student behavior 
and can be assessed at different points within students’ progress through their respective programs. 
Because of the highly personal nature of gatekeeping (i.e., identifying concerns and counseling with 
a student about his or her personal or professional behavior, values, ethics, and attitudes), some 
faculty may be reluctant to initiate conversations directly with students and might need additional 
supports from faculty, teams, or committees specially designated to address these student concerns. 
As previously noted, faculty members need to assess their own professional and personal values in 
making decisions about how they will engage students in difficult and courageous conversations 
regarding their professional development. Also, because of the nature of gatekeeping, the faculty is 
well-advised to document these student conversations in a follow-up email to the student, copied 
to other appropriate support people to ensure that problem identification, response, and associated 
actions are clear with identifiable timelines. This will help create the basis for a specific and targeted 
remediation plan (Dufrene & Henderson, 2009). Just as all students are individuals with specific 
contexts, all gatekeeping issues are not created equal. Students can present with skill deficits that 
require remediation in skills work where it is appropriate to assign them to a skills mentor who 
would help them work through skills challenges. The skills mentor would likely make reports to the 
gatekeeping committee regarding progress and additional supports if warranted. Students also can 
present with dispositional concerns that require a different response and intervention. Homrich et al. 
(2014) developed standards of conduct expected of counselor trainees throughout their programs that 
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can act as an important foundation for developing dispositional standards that can be disseminated 
to students in orientation meetings and used periodically throughout key assessment points where 
dispositional concerns might be present.

     It is inaccurate to assume that while some graduate counseling students are already professionals 
within a mental health setting (e.g., case manager, psychiatric technicians, intake representative), 
they know how to conduct themselves professionally and what constitutes professional behavior 
(Dougherty et al., 2015; Homrich et al., 2014). Faculty members who are proactive in modeling and 
talking explicitly about professionalism can influence students to consider their own behavior and 
make needed adjustments to be more in line with shared professional values and help them become 
more reflective in their practice (Rosin, 2015), strengthen their resiliency (Osborn, 2004), and develop 
effective reflective responding skills (Dollarhide et al., 2012). Faculty modeling of professional 
dispositions, reflective practice, and self-care will help normalize the commitment to the shared 
values of the profession and mentor students who may struggle to adopt and adjust to the demands 
of a profession that relies on professionals to commit and practice ethical values.

     Institutional Support for Gatekeeping. The relationships with chief legal counsel and the dean of 
students are important to program administrators and faculty being able to effectively execute their 
role as gatekeepers to the counseling profession. Although program leadership makes the decisions 
about the evaluation process for students—the remediation plans and dismissal recommendations 
that relate to comportment, academics, and skill development—the decisions to dismiss are usually 
done in consultation with colleagues from the dean of students’ office and chief legal counsel. 

    Deans of Students as Gatekeeping Partners. In an era of increased litigiousness, students 
increasingly appeal the decisions of program leadership, often to the dean of students (Johnson, 
2012). It is the role of the dean of students to support the overall mission of the university and enforce 
the roles of the institution, but this also is the person responsible for building community and being 
concerned about the emotional and physical welfare of students. Counselor educators work closely 
with the dean of students when students have violated university or program policy and when they 
are trying to identify the appropriate ways to respond to conduct and comportment concerns. The 
relationship between the program faculty and administrators and the dean of students is critical to 
ensuring that appropriate interventions are put in place to protect the individual student, the greater 
student body, the community, and the profession.

    Chief Legal Counsel as Gatekeeping Partners. Equally important is the relationship between chief 
legal counsel and the program faculty and administration. The role of the general legal counsel 
in any organization is to “oversee the legal and compliance function” (McArdle, 2012, para. 2) of 
the organization. In higher education, it means that counsel also is providing oversight to internal 
compliance with university policies and making sure that the scope of those policies is not too 
broadly interpreted. This is very much a risk management role in some settings (McArdle, 2012). 
University lawyers advise us on the interpretation and the applicability of legal documents such as 
policy manuals, contracts, and articulation agreements. They also participate in significant dispute 
mediations and formal dispute resolution (Meloy, 2014).

     Counselor educators are mandated to dismiss students who are deemed unfit for the profession and 
students for whom it is determined that their issues of concern cannot be remediated to the degree that 
they will be able to provide competent services to diverse clients (ACA, 2014). In addition, counselor 
educators are required by the 2014 ACA Code of Ethics to participate in ongoing evaluation of those 
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they supervise and to provide remediation when needed (ACA, 2014). But the code also requires 
program leaders to dismiss from the training programs those who are unable to provide competent 
service. CACREP standards require that program faculty and administrators have a developmental 
and systematic assessment process. Administrators should work with legal counsel to ensure that no 
comportment dismissal is viewed as malicious or punitive. General counsel helps stakeholders ensure 
that a student’s rights have been protected in the process and that the dismissal process is a fair one. 
The challenge is to protect the university, the student, and the public (McAdams et al., 2007).

     Counselor educators should receive guidance on institutional policy prior to implementation. There 
can be frustration on the part of counseling faculty and administrators that general counsel does not 
support their goals or their professional requirements. However, some of this frustration can be avoided 
if programs provide general counsel and other administrators with a profile of their responsibilities to 
the profession and the community with their training programs. It is important for counselor education 
administration and faculty to develop a relationship with general counsel early based on mutual 
alliance. Although the administration is not obligated to take the advice of general counsel in how they 
respond to a student situation, it is advisable to consider their guidance very carefully.    

Building and Sustaining Credibility Within the University Culture
     Most of the discussion around student selection, development, and retention has been focused on 
students, faculty, and the program. However, a program’s reputation and role in the institutional mission 
and the program administrators’ ability to communicate the value proposition of the program are 
critical contributors to selection, development, and retention. A full exploration of this idea is beyond the 
scope of this article, so these ideas will only be discussed briefly, with a charge to counselor educators, 
especially administrators of programs, to work together to ensure that preparation programs are able to 
demonstrate innovation, flexibility, and responsiveness so that the institutional and community value of 
these programs is clear and so that programs are able to secure sufficient resources to effectively educate, 
evaluate, and develop students.

     One of the greatest challenges program administrators face in higher education is competing for 
limited resources (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). In addition, program administrators are continually 
challenged to demonstrate the relevance of their programs. As program administrators plan for the 
sustainability of their future, they must examine the changing needs of the profession to which they 
are responsible, the mission of the institution, the program mission, the preparation and needs of their 
students, the needs of the community they are serving, the availability of resources, the regulatory 
environment impacting professional practice, and the needs of the faculty and administrators 
providing oversight to the program. Considering the needs of many constituents is a very challenging 
proposition, but it is one made easier when there are clear guiding principles and philosophies or 
mission and vision for the program. Although not static, the mission and vision communicate the 
program’s aspirations and intentions to everyone. They also serve to give a program a clear identity 
in the university community. Using the mission and vision of the program as a reference point serves 
to inform all decision-making, particularly those decisions that relate to how learners in a program 
should be educated and which resources are a priority.

Managing the Student–Program Relationship
     The changing dynamics of the student–program relationship do not rest entirely with student 
attitudes. Many of our university operations and recruitment strategies, designed to achieve 
student enrollment targets to attract the numbers and kinds of students the institutions desire, 
closely resemble strategies used in business (Hanover Research, 2014). Online programs have been 
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particularly inclined to employ creative marketing strategies in order to convince potential learners 
to shift their paradigm from brick-and-mortar institutions as the only source of higher education to 
online institutions (OnlineUniversities.com, 2013). The unintended consequence is that this approach 
often fosters a customer–business relationship that can, at times, be counterproductive to the student–
faculty/supervisee–supervisor relationship. In the face of critical evaluations of their professional 
comportment and skill development, students will oftentimes interject commentary about the price of 
the degree and their expectations that they will complete their academic programs primarily because 
of the money invested in that education.

     We have found that what sometimes exacerbates this dynamic is a racially charged climate, and many 
students, especially students who are traditionally marginalized, are suspicious of faculty members’ 
motives for identifying student development needs. This is a challenge for online programs where, 
for much of their academic program, students only have a one-dimensional (i.e., faculty member’s 
written word) understanding of their faculty and administrators. Finally, because of this largely one-
dimensional perception, it is more challenging to develop relationships with these students. Focusing on 
the relationship with students and being relationally oriented is essential. Faculty and administrators, in 
their efforts to attract, develop, and retain students, should be focused on relationship building at every 
opportunity, thereby creating an academic environment where students are clear about the expectations 
of the academic and professional practice community and understand the range of consequences for 
behavior that is outside those expectations.

Summary

     Distance counselor education programs and counselor educators pay as much attention to 
students’ selection, development, and retention as traditional programs, often within a context of 
general skepticism about the ability to adequately train counseling students at a distance. However, 
as distance counselor educators, we are committed to educating counselors and counselor educators 
in this arena because of our commitment to access and opportunity for students and the communities 
they serve. We believe in all the essential ways that online education is the true equalizer for non-
traditional and traditionally marginalized students, and broad-access admissions policies provide 
us with a vehicle to increase access. Being successful in this arena requires a commitment from 
program faculty, program administrators, and other university administrators. It also requires us to 
understand the needs of the online student population and commit to systematic ways of developing 
the adult learner while acknowledging and employing the individual student’s experiences as assets 
to the developmental process. Although we may employ technology to a greater degree than our 
colleagues in traditional education settings, we put the professional standards of quality and ethical 
practice, community and relationship building, and student academic and skill development as the 
foundation for all activities related to selection, development, and retention.
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This article focuses on the clinical training aspects of a distance counselor education program and highlights 
what clinical courses look like in an online synchronized classroom. Using three courses as examples, 
including group counseling, child and adolescent counseling, and practicum and internship, the authors 
share unique challenges they have encountered and solutions they have adopted when training distance 
students on counseling skills. The authors further discuss pedagogy, teaching strategies, and assessments 
that have been utilized to engage diverse distance learners in synchronized class meetings in order to 
maintain equivalent quality and learning outcomes with traditional clinical training methods. Finally, the 
authors provide recommendations for future research to increase and solidify the reality of distance clinical 
training in counselor education programs.

Keywords: online clinical training, distance counselor education, virtual environment, synchronized 
classroom, pedagogy

     The rapid development of technology over the past decade has caused significant changes in higher 
education (Swanger, 2018). According to Allen et al. (2016), in 2015 over 6 million students participated 
in distance learning courses. Following these national trends, distance learning opportunities in 
counselor education have grown (Snow et al., 2018), delivery modes for distance counselor education 
programs have been developed, and attention to distance learning pedagogy has become a critical 
focus. At the same time, counselor educators have held the belief that counselor education, especially 
clinical skills training, should be learned and taught in person because of the intricacies related to 
developing rapport and the complexity of the counselor–client relationship (Benshoff & Gibbons, 
2011). As the helping relationship is key to effective counseling (Layne & Hohenshil, 2005), providing 
clinical training via distance education can be a concern in regard to students’ learning experience and 
growth, and ultimately their ability to connect and work with clients.

     Despite this caution, the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP) accredited program models have begun to shift the perspective in the counselor education 
field. Alongside numerous pedagogies specific to the online format, the Association for Counselor 
Education and Supervision (ACES) Technology Interest Network (2017) has published its own 
guidelines for online learning, showing its support of this method of counselor training. Additionally, 
to date, CACREP has accredited a number of fully online counselor education programs, supporting 
the provision of quality counselor training despite an absence of in-person contact between faculty and 
students. However, scholarly research around best practices and effectiveness of distance counselor 
education has not substantially increased. Barrio Minton (2019) reported in a thematic analysis of 
counselor education and supervision articles published in 2017 that only 4% pertained to distance 
counselor education.
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     A benefit of distance learning counselor training programs is that students worldwide have an 
opportunity to pursue an accredited advanced degree in counseling in the United States. When 
programs approach this type of training with a culturally competent perspective, qualified faculty, and 
intentional pedagogy specific to distance learners, they not only allow the profession of counseling to 
grow nationally and globally, they provide opportunities for individuals whose life circumstances have 
created a barrier to pursuing a counseling degree. With this responsibility, counselor educators recognize 
that it is crucial to continuously explore challenges and benefits of facilitating clinical training within the 
realm of technology. It also is vital for counselor educators to continue examining ways to create safe and 
student-centered learning communities, maintain meaningful teacher–student relationships, and model 
counseling relationships and clinical skills in a virtual environment. Thus, research and instruction 
around sound distance learning pedagogy is imperative (Perry, 2017). 

     This article focuses on the clinical training aspects of a counselor training program and highlights 
what clinical courses look like in a remote synchronized classroom. We will share unique challenges 
and solutions we have encountered when training distance students on counseling skills in group 
counseling, child and adolescent counseling, and practicum and internship. We discuss pedagogy 
and teaching strategies that we have utilized to engage diverse distance learners in synchronized class 
meetings in order to maintain equivalent quality and learning outcomes with traditional counseling 
programs. Finally, because of a dearth of research concerning distance training in counselor education, 
this article provides research recommendations to increase and solidify the reality of distance counselor 
education training programs. In order to ethically provide quality training, counselor educators must 
know what works and what best practices in distance learning produce quality counselors. In fact, Barrio 
Minton (2019) argued that “scholarly attention to methods for and effectiveness of distance teaching and 
supervision is the most neglected area within counselor education and supervision” (p. 12). With the 
number of online programs increasing, this should no longer be the case.

Review of Clinical Training in Distance Education

     The 2016 CACREP Standards (2015) emphasize clinical training regarding general and program-
specific knowledge, skills, and practice. Specifically, counselors must have knowledge, skills, and practice 
in conducting clinical interviewing; diagnostic assessments; case conceptualization; and individual, 
group, and career counseling. Students are expected to demonstrate ethically, developmentally, and 
culturally appropriate strategies and techniques for building and maintaining face-to-face (F2F) and 
technology-assisted therapeutic relationships, as well as prevention and interventions regardless of the 
context of the training medium (CACREP, 2015).

     Although distance learning is not a new phenomenon, online counselor education has been slow 
to progress. Currently, CACREP (2015) defines an online counseling program as one having 50% or 
more of the counseling curriculum offered via distance technology. As of 2019, the CACREP database 
indicated 55 CACREP-accredited institutions offering 72 online master’s degree programs, compared 
to five CACREP-accredited online counselor education programs in 2012. As the number of CACREP-
accredited online programs continues to grow, online clinical training has become a controversial topic 
given the nature of therapeutic relationship-focused and skills-based education. According to Perry 
(2017), some major concerns include whether distance students obtain as much knowledge and are 
able to develop comparable counseling skills as students who attend F2F training programs. To date, 
limited literature focuses on online clinical training and few researchers have examined the efficacy of 
teaching counseling practice skills through online courses (Barrio Minton, 2019). There are few studies 
comparing online and F2F programs’ learning outcomes in counselor education. We consider this a 
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particularly important area to explore given that counselor supervisors and educators must conduct 
counselor education and clinical training programs in an ethical manner whether in traditional, hybrid, 
or online formats (American Counseling Association, 2014).

Online Clinical Skills Training
     Concerns about the ability to translate clinical skills in an online environment are prevalent among 
educators (Barrio Minton, 2019; Perry, 2017). There is little research to facilitate changed attitudes 
around this common mindset. Researchers have examined the efficacy of distance students’ clinical 
skills development in the mental health professions. Murdock et al. (2012) assessed students’ skill 
development learning outcomes between online and in-person counseling skills courses based on 
Ivey and Ivey’s (1999) counseling skills training textbook. Participants included 19 students enrolled 
online and 18 students enrolled in person. Students were taught by the same instructor and the 
courses were facilitated similarly. A counselor served as an independent evaluator and 15 transcripts 
of counseling skills sessions were randomly selected. Results showed no significant difference in basic 
counseling skills based on the mode of course delivery. Similarly, Murdock et al. (2012) and Ouellette 
et al. (2006) found no significant differences between online and F2F sections of an interviewing skills 
course for undergraduate social work students.

     Wilke et al. (2016) conducted a quantitative study to compare master’s social work students’ 
development of clinical assessment and clinical skills of crisis intervention between 74 students 
enrolled in an in-person class and 78 students in an asynchronous online class. All student participants 
were taught by the same instructor and were given the same assignments, including an assessment 
and treatment plan of a fictional case and a digital role-play. The role-play assignment was graded 
by a doctoral student who was blinded to the course delivery format. The results showed that there 
was no significant difference for students’ skill development between F2F and online classes. Wilke 
and colleagues concluded that clinical skills seem to be taught as effectively online as in a traditional 
classroom within the context of the same instructor.

     Bender and Dykeman (2016) explored students’ perceptions of supervision in both online and F2F 
contexts. Counseling faculty and doctoral students provided supervision to 17 F2F students and 12 
synchronous online students. Supervision took place for 90 minutes each week in a 10-week period. A 
posttest assessment, the Group Supervisor Impact Scale (Getzelman, 2003), was given to all participants 
to measure supervisee satisfaction, self-efficacy, and the supervisory relationship. The results showed 
no significant differences in the students’ perceived perspective of supervision effectiveness between 
the online or traditional supervision students. These articles stand out as starting a base of evidence for 
the effectiveness of online clinical training in counselor education; however, much more qualitative and 
quantitative research is necessary regarding a multitude of educational aspects connected to CACREP 
standards to sufficiently evidence the quality of online clinical training.

Assessment and Evaluation of Online Clinical Training
     Reicherzer and colleagues (2012) pointed out challenges for online and hybrid programs in 
observing and assessing students’ counseling skills and practice because of the potential limits of a 
distance learning environment. Various counselor educators described similar challenges in providing 
experiential clinical training in a remote learning community. For example, Snow and colleagues (2018) 
surveyed 31 online counselor educators to investigate the features of current online counseling programs 
and educators’ online teaching experience, including the challenges they encountered and the strategies 
they used to ensure students’ success. The results indicated that some of the major challenges related to 
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clinical training included providing experiential clinical training to distance students and supporting 
quality practicum and internship experiences for distance students.

     Reicherzer and colleagues (2012) recommended that instructors develop program-specific 
standards and use technology to gather multiple artifacts that measure student learning outcomes 
associated with knowledge and skills. It is important for the program to determine what learning 
components must be taught in residencies (Reicherzer et al., 2012). Snow and colleagues (2018) 
further noted that asynchronous online teaching might not be an effective method for modeling, 
observing, and assessing students’ interpersonal and counseling skills. However, synchronous 
videoconferencing technologies may provide distance students and educators the same opportunity 
to conduct skills demonstration, provide immediate feedback, and practice experiential activities, 
such as role-plays (Snow et al., 2018). Furthermore, it is critical to include skills-based activities 
throughout the program and ensure students meet necessary learning outcomes before they advance 
to clinical field experiences (Reicherzer et al., 2012).

     To address an increasing trend of distance counselor education, the ACES Teaching Initiative 
Taskforce (2016) provided suggestions for delivering a high-quality online educational experience for 
counseling students. It is proposed that instructors’ presence and engagement with students are key 
to students’ online learning experience. Thus, Hall et al. (2010) postulated a humanistic practice in 
distance education. Specifically, the authors proposed that instead of heavily relying on technology, 
instructors should make efforts to foster teacher–student relationships at the beginning of the class 
and intentionally maintain relationships throughout the course delivery by considering students’ 
personal, social, and cultural needs. It seems that with advances in technology, embracing humanistic 
educational foundations can help to ensure the integrity of the counseling profession.

Challenges and Opportunities of Online Clinical Training

     Some educators might consider the integration of technology in the counseling training program 
as an opportunity for continued development in the counseling profession. Yet, others might question 
the capability and success of online modalities in meeting learning outcomes and standards (Snow 
et al., 2018) and view it as a threat given that the profession emphasizes therapeutic relationships 
as the core of effective counseling (e.g., Layne & Hohenshil, 2005). This argument is founded on the 
assumption that technology cannot provide students with a productive learning experience compared 
to F2F experiences (Layne & Hohenshil, 2005). Additionally, some online counselor educators identified 
changing their teaching style to fit an online classroom to be a major challenge (Snow et al., 2018). As a 
result, many educators are seeking ways to effectively maintain a focus on interpersonal relationships 
within a technologically oriented teaching format for some professions, including counseling, that are 
practiced through personal contact (Hall et al., 2010; Lundberg, 2000).

     We have perceived and experienced various challenges and opportunities when providing clinical 
training in a virtual learning environment. Koehler et al. (2004) indicated that to effectively develop 
online courses, there are three components that must dynamically interact with each other: content, 
pedagogy, and technology. When the instructor has expertise in the subject, has skill in teaching 
effectively in an online environment, and understands and effectively utilizes technology in dynamic 
ways, students report having a better learning experience. Although there is an increasing focus on 
general online pedagogy in counselor education, concrete and practical strategies for online clinical 
training are rarely discussed. Accordingly, we aim to illustrate strategies that counselor educators can 
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consider integrating into various skill-based courses to accommodate diverse learning styles, provide 
supports for students’ learning, and deliver quality clinical training.

Fostering an Effective Learning Environment for Clinical Skills Training
     The element of classroom safety is an important consideration in fostering an effective virtual 
environment for clinical skills training. Because role-plays and mock counseling assignments often 
include information that is sensitive in nature, it is essential that students maintain confidentiality 
during and after class meetings (ACES Technology Interest Network, 2017). Although attending class 
in a private location is preferred, students in synchronous settings may join the class from a variety 
of locations in which privacy cannot be guaranteed (e.g., coffee shops, shared living spaces, and 
libraries), so it is important to establish classroom guidelines that address classroom confidentiality. 
Example guidelines that ensure a safe and respectful online environment may include: (a) using 
headphones in class to prevent the accidental sharing of classmates’ private information, (b) limiting 
background noise, (c) ensuring there is proper lighting so the student’s face is illuminated, (d) closing 
all other open windows on the computer to increase focus, and (e) avoiding side conversations with 
other students or outside persons during class.

Synchronous Tools for Clinical Skills Training
     With the expansion of technology, instructors have been able to apply numerous synchronized 
technological tools to enhance students’ engagement and benefit students’ clinical skills development 
in the virtual space. One of the features of many videoconferencing software programs is breakout 
rooms, which function similar to small group breakouts in traditional classrooms. With breakout 
rooms, instructors can assign students to small groups in a virtual classroom where students can 
conduct case discussions and role-plays. Instructors can join each small group remotely to facilitate 
observations and assessment of students’ clinical skills, as well as provide feedback on students’ 
discussion and questions. This allows students to receive individual feedback immediately and to 
incorporate recommendations into their practice simultaneously.

     Online counseling practice systems are another opportunity that can benefit students’ practice 
of counseling skills in the online realm. Instructors can incorporate this technology tool into the 
curriculum for students to practice specific counseling skills, such as paraphrasing, reflection of 
feeling, and question asking. These platforms usually provide a variety of short video clips of diverse 
mock clients with different presenting issues. Instructors can set up different modules and assign 
students to practice different skills every week. Students can watch video clips and record their 
therapeutic responses to mock clients as many times as they deem necessary. After students submit 
their responses, instructors evaluate their responses online and provide feedback by recording their 
skills demonstration. Additionally, instructors play mock client video clips during the synchronized 
class meeting and demonstrate effective therapeutic techniques. These online practice systems also 
serve as an additional opportunity for students to practice counseling skills in a technology-assisted 
counseling setting and help them understand the potential of online counseling settings.

Assessment of Clinical Skills
     Although synchronous videoconferencing platforms allow counselor educators an opportunity to 
observe students’ verbal and facial/nonverbal communication, assessment of the full range of counseling 
microskills involved with facilitating a therapeutic environment is limited. Qualities such as eye 
contact, body positioning, proximity, and other subtle nonverbals are important markers of students’ 
therapeutic stance (Lambie et al., 2018); however, there are significant challenges to observing these 
behaviors over synchronous video. Because of the variations in the placement of student webcams and 
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computer monitors, eye contact and body nonverbals cannot be measured consistently, so educators 
attempt to capture this behavior using real-time role-plays in class, as well as pre-recorded role-plays of 
the student performing mock counseling with an outside acquaintance (e.g., friend, family member, or 
other student). Using multiple points of observation, educators can gain deeper insight into the student’s 
nonverbal abilities and have multiple opportunities to provide feedback.

     As both verbal and nonverbal communication are central to the assessment of students’ 
conveyance of empathy and non-judgment, limited access of students’ therapeutic presence in a 
synchronous format also poses challenges to the observation of cultural competency. In a residential 
classroom, group dialogue provides a critical opportunity for educators to assess student comfort 
in discussing cultural topics, such as discrimination, power, and privilege (Sue et al., 2009). During 
these conversations in a synchronous online format, it is difficult to observe the microbehavior 
associated with discomfort and reactivity, especially in classes with larger enrollment, and students 
that are struggling with the conversation can elect to remain muted or turn off their camera. As such, 
educators may find it beneficial to divide the class into smaller breakout groups to facilitate increased 
student engagement and bolster students’ sense of safety in smaller group settings. In this format, 
educators are better able to observe when and why students become disengaged or triggered by the 
dialogue and then intervene accordingly.

Examples of Online Clinical Skills Training in Counseling Courses

     The delivery model of distance counselor education at our institution consists of synchronous 
class meetings via videoconference software and asynchronous learning via a learning management 
system. Students are required to participate in the synchronized virtual classroom meeting weekly for 
1.5 hours. Instructors asynchronously assign weekly readings, facilitate additional discussion board 
activities, and post video lectures or other video resources.

     Students enrolled in the online program are required to attend a one-week intensive basic 
counseling skills course residentially prior to taking other skills-focused courses online, such as 
group and child and adolescent counseling. We provide examples of facilitating advanced counseling 
techniques training in a synchronized format. Specifically, we illustrate how to structure and 
assess students’ clinical competencies and utilize creative and ethical solutions in group, child and 
adolescent, and practicum and internship courses in a virtual learning community.

Group Counseling Skills Training
     Group counseling is identified by CACREP (2015) as one of the eight core content areas required 
for all graduates of accredited counseling and related educational programs. It is unique in that, 
in addition to knowledge and skill learning outcomes, there also is a requirement that educators 
provide “direct experiences in which students participate as group members in a small group 
activity, approved by the program, for a minimum of 10 clock hours over the course of one academic 
term” (CACREP, 2015, p. 12). This experiential component distinguishes the group counseling course 
as a premier opportunity for clinical skills training; however, to date, there is little research attesting 
to educational best practices in synchronous online learning environments about group counseling. 
Thus, in the development of this course, the instructors supplemented the limited existing research 
with consultation of group work specialists, group counseling instructors, and counselor educators 
specializing in synchronous online education. Through these dialogues, the following 11-week course 
structure was established, which is generally revised with each course offering by incorporating 
student feedback, continued consultation, and updated research.
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Course Structure
     The required 10-week experiential component of group counseling in an 11-week online course 
can be achieved in a variety of ways. Common strategies include: (a) inviting external licensed group 
counselors (paid or volunteer) to facilitate a group counseling experience for students (without 
instructor observation), (b) implementing an instructor-led group counseling experience for students, 
(c) allowing students to serve as both group facilitators and group members in an alternating 
facilitation schedule (instructor-observed), and (d) requiring all students to locate and participate 
in an external group of their choosing (Merta et al., 1993; Shumaker et al., 2011). In consideration of 
the common challenges associated with an externally led and instructor-led group, including ethical 
concerns regarding potentially harmful dual relationships and problematic professional boundaries 
between students, as well as limitations imposed by the online training format, instructors chose to 
implement an alternating student-led structure for the experiential groups. A more thorough review 
of the benefits and limitations of each approach may be found in Shumaker et al. (2011).

     At the beginning of the course, students are assigned to a small group ranging in membership 
from five to seven students each. Given the online setting, smaller groups may be more manageable 
for student facilitators and can give student members increased opportunities for engagement. Each 
group is responsible for determining a facilitation schedule for the 10 experiential groups in which 
students will choose the week(s) that they wish to lead the group. Students are directed to collaborate 
with group members to determine a specific focus of the group, falling within the realm of counseling 
professional development. The group meets in online breakout rooms for 60 minutes in each of the 
10 weekly videoconferences. Periodically, instructors will incorporate a group reflecting team that 
will observe the group session live with their video and microphones off; record displayed group 
counseling skills, process, and content observations; and provide feedback for the group and group 
co-leaders based on the current lecture topics.

Ethical Considerations
     Because of the potential for dual relationships, the in-class experiential group is not intended to 
be a therapy group. The group is described as a process group in which members will discuss issues 
related to professional development, and students are urged to exercise caution and intentionality 
regarding the nature of their personal disclosure. Students are reminded that the group experience 
is an assignment for the course in which participation in the group will be evaluated. Cautions 
regarding the limits of confidentiality and privacy are highlighted and an online practice screening 
session and example of a group informed consent is utilized.

Clinical Training and Assessment
     The clinical skill outcomes determined for this course were developed in line with the 2016 
CACREP Standards and the Association for Specialists in Group Work’s Professional Standards for the 
Training of Group Workers (2000). Group counseling clinical skills are assessed through the instructors’ 
online observation of: (a) each student leading a group, (b) course role-plays based on working with 
group roles that clients often take on, and (c) the ability to identify clinical skills when observing the 
group as a reflecting team member. Finally, the synchronous nature of the online group counseling 
course allows for dispositional assessment of students, as inappropriate behaviors are discussed 
throughout the class and are integrated into the group rules by the course instructor. In addition, the 
group instructor can intervene through synchronous technology when necessary, as they are able to 
do so in the F2F group counseling classroom.
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Challenges, Strengths, and Solutions
     Challenges related to teaching group counseling online include facilitating a humanistic relationship 
between group members and instructors as well as among small group members in the online 
environment. Holmes and Kozlowski (2015) compared online counseling group courses with a small 
group component with a similar in-person group counseling course. The results showed that students 
assessed the in-person group counseling experience more positively than the online groups. This study 
signifies that there is more work to be done to improve the delivery of group counseling clinical training 
in online settings. A challenge that may contribute to this phenomenon is that students are often not 
trained on the nuances of noticing nonverbals in a videoconference setting. A second challenge is the 
variability in where students are located while doing group. Although students may be in a confidential 
setting, it might not be the most helpful setting to participate in a practice group session. For example, 
instructors have observed students in their cars, lying on their beds, sitting in a beauty salon, and 
having the television on while participating in group. Clear boundaries and expectations regarding the 
students’ background are vital, as contexts can be distracting for group members, group leaders, and for 
the individual. Technological difficulties also can impede the development of group rapport and trust as 
students’ screens can freeze during a discussion. Similarly, group leaders can have legitimate issues that 
make it difficult for them to be understood and communicate, and some students may be continuously 
logging on and off because of internet connection problems. Facilitating a discussion regarding 
thoughts and emotions around group technology issues is an effective way to normalize frustration and 
collaboratively brainstorm strategies to facilitate connection despite these realities.

     There are, however, notable advantages to teaching group counseling online. These include the 
ability for the group supervisor to give immediate feedback to group leaders through online chat and 
video options. With consent, group sessions can be easily recorded for transcription assignments, 
supervision, real-time classroom discussion, and utilizing a reflecting team. Other supports and areas 
of importance include group rules about how students will utilize microphones. For instance, will they 
stay muted throughout the group until they want to share, or will everyone keep their microphones 
on so they feel freer to talk without having the extra step of turning on their microphone? Another 
consideration is whether to allow group members access to private chat abilities while in group. 
Instructors have experienced times when this has been distracting, as student group members may 
bring up unrelated topics while another person is sharing verbally. However, the chat function also 
can allow for increased support for individuals sharing, as group members can type in multiple 
responses. This can be a challenge for group co-leaders as they navigate both the group chat and group 
work occurring verbally. 

Child and Adolescent Counseling Skills Training
     Child and adolescent counseling is another clinical skill-focused course in which students are 
expected to understand and practice a variety of developmentally appropriate approaches to 
working with diverse youth. According to the 2016 CACREP Standards (2015), this course may assess 
students’ learning outcomes not only in areas of core content, but also in specialty areas, such as 
school counseling, clinical mental health counseling, and family counseling. Given the first author’s 
specialization in play therapy, she aims to provide opportunities for students to practice basic play 
therapy techniques and other age-appropriate modalities such as expressive arts activities. Therefore, 
this course is highly experiential.

     When teaching play therapy skills in a virtual classroom, some unique challenges include 
students’ access to toys and art materials, space for play therapy demonstration and role-plays, and 
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limited observations of nonverbal communication. Consequently, the following section focuses on 
how instructors adapt the virtual classroom environment to strive for maintaining quality clinical 
training and assessment in child and adolescent counseling competencies.

Course Structure
     To develop child and adolescent counseling competencies, students are expected to practice 
various play therapy techniques and take turns as counselors and mock clients during weekly 
synchronized meetings. Over the 11-week class, the instructor usually begins the class with a group 
discussion about assigned readings and clinical session videos. The instructor also highlights 
some important materials and demonstrates specific play therapy skills during this time. After the 
instructor’s modeling, students usually practice skills in small breakout rooms for 40 minutes. The 
instructor observes students’ role-plays and provides live feedback in the breakout rooms. At the end 
of the class, the instructor brings students back to the large group to provide overall feedback and 
allow students to process their role-play experience.

Clinical Training and Assessment
     The instructor utilizes multiple assessments to observe students’ development of child and 
adolescent counseling skills. Course assignments designed to measure clinical skills outcomes 
include: (a) in-class participation evaluations based on the student’s level of engagement in the role-
plays and case discussions and (b) a recorded play or activity session with a child or adolescent with 
a session critique. One of the major clinical skills assignments is for students to facilitate a 30-minute 
play session with a child or an activity session with an adolescent depending on the student’s 
preferred working population. Students are recommended to find friends’ and relatives’ children 
for this role-play assignment. Students can also use their own children if they feel comfortable with 
this option. Students are expected to record the session and provide critiques and personal reflection 
for their session. This assignment allows students to practice their play therapy skills and language 
with an actual child or adolescent outside of the classroom and, most importantly, to experience the 
relationship-building process with a child or adolescent.

     Students’ child and adolescent counseling clinical skills are assessed through the instructor’s 
observation of students’ ability to communicate with children or adolescents through developmentally 
and culturally appropriate interventions and therapeutic responses. The instructor also assesses 
students’ knowledge and competencies in areas of ethics, diagnosis, treatment planning, caregiver and 
teacher consultations, and advocacy. The weekly synchronized meeting also allows the instructor to 
conduct disposition assessments of students, including how students receive constructive feedback 
from the instructor and peers.

Challenges, Strengths, and Solutions
     Normally, online instructors are likely to sit in front of a web camera to facilitate the class activities 
or skills demonstration. However, when working with child clients in a playroom setting, counselors 
must move around to follow child clients’ play and attend to their play behavior and nonverbal 
communication. When facilitating creative arts activities with preadolescents or adolescents, 
counselors sometimes need more space for the activity and need to focus on the client’s process of 
creation, which involves critical observations of nonverbal communication.

     In consideration of these challenges of toys and space, instructors can consider some creative 
strategies. For instance, when demonstrating skills, the instructor can set up a corner of the room 
with purposefully selected toys and ensure the camera captures a wide angle of the room so that 
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students are able to observe the instructor’s verbal and nonverbal therapeutic skills. To have students 
personally experience the power of play and creative arts activities, instructors can facilitate activities 
involving basic art materials, such as colored pencils and markers, that students have easy access to 
in their settings. Instructors also encourage students to use any objects that are accessible to students 
and to be spontaneous when role-playing therapy skills so that students can experience children’s 
creativity. Students are encouraged to adjust their camera so that their peers can better observe their 
play behavior and body language during the role-plays.

     Although instructors demonstrate various therapeutic responses, it is important to acknowledge 
the limits of demonstration and role-play experience because of the online environment. It is also 
imperative to consider ethical issues when assessing students’ clinical skills. For example, when 
students conduct a play or activity session assignment, instructors need to provide clear guidelines 
for the purpose of the assignment in that students are not providing therapy for children; instead, 
students are practicing therapeutic play skills and language. Instructors also want to provide informed 
consent information for the child’s guardians, including video and audio recording for this assignment 
and that only the instructor will review the session for the training purpose. Last, instructors want 
to ensure the privacy of all video materials; therefore, it is recommended that students record videos 
using HIPAA-compliant software programs and submit them using course platforms.

Online Clinical Skills Training in Practicum and Internship
     A major portion of clinical training in a counseling program is group supervision of practicum 
and internship courses. Although students are most often working F2F with their clients and on-site 
supervisors, the group supervision experience for distance students takes place in a synchronous 
format, meeting HIPAA and confidentiality requirements legally and ethically. Jencius and Baltrinic 
(2016) highlighted the ethical imperative of online supervision competence when faculty are 
assigned to teach the practicum and internship courses. According to CACREP (2015), practicum 
and internship group supervision students must meet on average for 1.5 hours per week of group 
supervision at a 1:12 faculty to student ratio, and qualified supervisors with relevant experience, 
professional credentials, and counselor supervision training must be a part of the counseling faculty 
or a student under the supervision of a counseling faculty. While in these courses, counseling 
students accumulate at least 700 clinical hours, of which 280 must be direct client contact. Through 
these courses, CACREP standards are met, student learning outcomes assessed, and strengths and 
challenges are experienced. Following best practices in online learning and CACREP standards, the 
following online practicum and internship course was designed.

Course Structure
     The courses are designed to evaluate basic clinical skills, facilitate theory-based clinical insights, 
and advance students’ clinical skills through role-plays, case presentations, course discussions, 
readings, reflective assignments, and experiential activities. Online courses take place once a week 
for 1.5 hours during an 11-week quarter. In class, students review and present actual video or audio 
recordings (if allowed by the practicum and internship site) of clinical work, participate in giving 
feedback to other students in the course, participate in reflecting teams, and follow ethical and legal 
considerations for client confidentiality. Weekly, students present a client case presentation based 
on sessions from their practicum or internship site following a specific outline. If a site allows video 
presentations of clients, a 5–10-minute clip of a session is presented (with the client’s consent). 
Students receive feedback from their peers as well as the group supervisor. In the online practicum 
or internship course, consent is necessary from the site regarding how video and supervision are 
handled in the online format. It is imperative that a HIPAA-compliant mode of course delivery is 
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utilized for the weekly class meeting and that students presenting videos and cases are instructed on 
specific expectations of recording, storing, and transferring their video clips and client information 
that protects their clients’ confidentiality. For example, it would not be appropriate for a student 
to record, store, and then upload a client session on their cellular phone without proper security 
compliance in place. At our institution, the ability to utilize the course delivery modality to record 
sessions is helpful as it provides a HIPAA-compliant way to record and store session clips.

Clinical Training and Assessment
     It is important to note that for practicum and internship courses, the structure, expectations, 
and assessment of students do not differ substantially from the traditional class. Students in 
practicum and internship meet the CACREP standards the program has identified for these courses 
through the Counseling Competencies Scale-Revised (Lambie et al., 2018), whereby instructors and 
students evaluate and discuss their ratings together through reflective assignments, role-plays, class 
discussion, and the client case presentation. Group supervisors also are able to monitor students on 
their dispositions as they participate in giving feedback to their peers, discuss ethical dilemmas and 
other issues that come up for students during the practicum experience, assess their case presentation 
and response to peer and supervisor feedback, and review reflective assignments such as journaling 
or self-care plans.

Challenges, Supports, and Solutions
     Challenges for teaching practicum and internship courses online include discussing informed 
consent with clients, practicum and internship sites’ buy-in and understanding of how the course 
works in an online format, the technology limitations of the instructors and students, and technology 
difficulties that might be encountered during discussions and class presentations. Also, as supervising 
instructors are rarely in the same location as students in a distance course, there are challenges in 
knowing and understanding the context of a variety of cultures, regions, and contexts. Legal issues, 
licensure requirements, and site requirements differ from state to state and can be challenging to 
navigate. The practicum and internship supervisor also can be in a different time zone from the site 
supervision, which can make coordinating meetings difficult. Finally, as group supervision is a type of 
group, there are many similarities with the challenges of teaching group clinical skills (e.g., making sure 
students are in a confidential location where no one else can see or hear video clips or class discussions 
regarding clients). Instructors must be clear about the seriousness of violating confidentiality and the 
expectations they have for the course. Additionally, it can be difficult to give and receive constructive 
feedback in a setting where nonverbals are more challenging to see and experience. Instructors must 
work to build rapport and trust and openly discuss with the class the strengths and weaknesses of 
technology regarding their supervision experience.

     Strengths of online practicum and internship delivery include opportunities to develop cultural 
competency as students from different areas, regions, states, and even countries discuss client cases 
from their context. Instructors can utilize the chat options of the online format to ask questions 
while video clips are being shared or point out particulars without stopping the video. Potentially, 
client information does not have to be transferred as many places when students do not have to 
come to campus, versus students having client information go from their site, to their home, to their 
university setting, and back. Also, students are able to have more flexibility in choosing a site that 
is not region-bound. The availability of this format can be helpful to many sites and ultimately to 
clients who might not be located near a university with a counselor education program and who 
would benefit from having practicum and internship students working with them. It also provides 
opportunities for students that might not otherwise be able to complete a practicum or internship 



The Professional Counselor | Volume 10, Issue 1

89

to enroll in a program and successfully complete it without needing to move and leave family or 
work obligations. With proper training of instructors, clear expectations for students, and legally and 
ethically appropriate technology, the practicum and internship course in an online format can be an 
effective modality for counseling students.

Discussion and Recommendations for Future Research

     This article has overviewed the current literature regarding master’s-level online clinical training, 
provided a reference for challenges and opportunities regarding online pedagogy in counselor 
education courses, and described examples of online clinical course structures. When facilitating 
online clinical training, instructors must understand the unique nature of counseling and be 
intentional about maintaining student relationships within the realm of technology. This is especially 
critical for ensuring that the program strategically integrates the technology to advance the delivery 
of the program rather than the program heavily relying on the use of technology. In this article, we 
have identified humanistic approaches and specific strategies to ensure that meaningful teacher–
student relationships and rigorous assessments remain the focus of instruction when technology is 
integrated. Facilitating personal and professional growth in distance counselor education presents 
many challenges to students and instructors. If instructors can intentionally and creatively use 
technology to promote distance students’ learning and training, a distance delivery format can reach 
students who would not have the opportunity to pursue counselor education.

     Currently, the online delivery of counselor training skills is outpacing foundational research literature. 
For attitudes and pedagogy to change around the online academic environment, more research is 
needed. Future research could best focus on comparing the outcome of students’ counseling skills, 
including multicultural counseling competencies, between traditional and online courses. Skills needed 
for building rapport in the online environment may differ from F2F settings. Therefore, research 
regarding how the instructors’ and students’ use of language online impact the helping relationship 
and teacher–student relationship in virtual classrooms can be valuable. There also is a need to explore 
counselor educators’ understanding and experiences in conducting online clinical training, as well as 
students’ perspectives in receiving online clinical training and supervision. Future studies also might 
investigate different course structures and delivery methods for specific clinical skills courses so that the 
best methods for online clinical training could be applied by more counselor education programs.
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Computer-enhanced counselor education dates as far back as 1984, and since that time counselor training 
programs have expanded to include instructional delivery in traditional, hybrid, and fully online programs. 
While traditional schools still house a majority of accredited programs, the Council for Accreditation of 
Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) has accredited almost 40 fully online counselor 
education programs. The purpose of this article is to outline the similarities and differences between 
CACREP-accredited online or distance education and traditional program delivery and instruction. Topics 
include andragogy, engagement, curriculum, instruction, assessment, and gatekeeping.

Keywords: online, distance education, counselor education, andragogy, CACREP

     Online counselor education training programs have continued to be developed year after year 
and have grown in both popularity and effectiveness. Recent trends in graduate education reflect 
online instruction as part of common practice (Kumar et al., 2019). Virtual training opportunities 
promote access for students who might not otherwise be able to participate in advanced education, 
and for some students, distance learning can be the ideal method to further their education as they 
strive to balance enrollment with remote geography, family life, and employment commitments. 
However, regardless of instructional setting, all counselor training programs accredited by the 
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) have distinct 
similarities. For example, CACREP-accredited programs are by nature graduate programs. There 
are no CACREP-accredited counselor training programs at the bachelor’s level or the doctoral level. 
To clarify, CACREP does offer accreditation for doctoral programs; however, most are focused on 
counselor education and supervision, and the curriculum is geared toward instructor and supervisor 
preparation versus counselor training. Thus, in every academic setting, master’s-level CACREP-
accredited professional counselor training programs are simultaneously an introductory and a 
terminal degree. Both online and traditional programs must be prepared to design and deliver 
curriculum to students of various educational backgrounds that will ultimately equip graduates 
with the skills and dispositions needed for professional practice. As graduate students, enrollment is 
fully comprised of adult learners and this holds true regardless of instructional setting. Interestingly, 
most professional counseling literature uses the term pedagogy to reference the facilitation of learning 
within counselor training. For the purposes of this article, we will utilize the term andragogy, which is 
“the art and science of teaching adults” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).

Counselor Education and Andragogy

     Professional counseling literature related to andragogy is scarce and largely contains studies focused 
on meeting the needs of diverse students and preparing counselors to work with culturally diverse 
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clients. Barrio Minton et al. (2014) conducted a 10-year content analysis of studies related to teaching and 
learning in counselor education, and the large majority of the studies grounded counselor preparation 
andragogy in counseling literature and theory as opposed to learning theories or research. Efforts to 
identify research specific to the andragogy of online counselor training produced minimal results, and a 
clear gap in the literature exists for empirical research when comparing online and traditional learning 
and instructional delivery. What did emerge from the research was debate regarding whether an online 
environment is appropriate to teach adult learners curriculum of the interpersonal nature of counseling 
(Lucas & Murdock, 2014). However, empirical evidence does exist to support the delivery of instruction 
in online academic environments as effective, although they require different andragogical methods 
and teaching practices (Cicco, 2013a). Additionally, studies on online education in higher education 
suggest that differences in student learning outcomes for traditional students and online students are not 
statistically significant (Buzwell et al., 2016). In fact, some evidence demonstrates superior outcomes in 
students enrolled in online courses (Allen et al., 2016). However, student perceptions of online learning 
and learning technologies outweighed pedagogy for impact on the quality of academic achievement 
(Ellis & Bliuc, 2019). Thus, emerging research on both method and student perceptions supports online 
counselor education as a viable instructional approach.

Characteristics of Online Learners
     Before examining the similarities and differences in instructional practice and curriculum development 
between online and brick-and-mortar settings, consideration for the composition of the student body 
is warranted. The student body for both online and traditional programs have a higher enrollment of 
female versus male students and Caucasian versus other ethnicities across genders (CACREP, 2017). 
Because online programs are often comprised of non-traditional students who work full-time and are 
geographically diverse, this invites a student enrollment varied in age, race, ethnicity, physical ability, 
and educational background (Barril, 2017). Online training programs also demonstrate greater enrollment 
by learners from underrepresented populations (Buzwell et al., 2016). 

Online Education Stakeholders
     When we compare traditional programs and their online counterparts, the primary stakeholders 
for both settings include students and faculty members. In counselor training programs, the clients 
the graduates will serve also are stakeholders. The processes that occur in both traditional and online 
classrooms are aligned, with the “foci being teaching, learning, and . . . evaluation” (Cicco, 2013b, p. 1).

     In 2018, Snow et al. conducted a study examining the current practices in online counselor 
education. The results indicated that overall, faculty instructors for online settings indicate a smaller 
class size with a reported mean enrollment of 15.5 students compared to traditional classroom 
enrollment of 25 or more. The study showed that both online and traditional programs utilize a 
variety of strategies for course enrollment, including both student-driven course selection and 
program-guided course enrollment within the learning community.

Learning Community
     As previously mentioned, student perceptions of online learning emerged in the literature as a key 
for student academic success. However, research suggests that attrition rates for online students are 
much higher than those in traditional programs (Murdock & Williams, 2011). It has been suggested that 
elevated attrition rates in online programs could be related to students lacking a sense of connection 
to peers and program faculty and an insufficient learning community (Lu, 2017). Research reveals that 
the use of learning communities has proven successful in improving the retention rates (DiRamio & 
Wolverton, 2006; Kebble, 2017). The type and frequency of student-to-student and student-to-faculty 
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interactions in online versus traditional programs are different. In both settings, scholars seek a valuable 
learning experience (Onodipe et al., 2016). However, while social interaction is a routine part of face-
to-face learning, the online environment requires intentional effort to promote interaction between 
learners and faculty. Research has suggested that online learners need assignments and activities that 
emphasize the promotion of connection with both the material and peers and faculty (Lu, 2017). At a 
basic level, affirmation for a job well done on an assignment and prompt and comprehensive feedback 
are examples of faculty–student engagement that produce student satisfaction regardless of instructional 
setting (O’Shea et al., 2015). However, we contend these sorts of intentional, personalized instructional 
interactions are critical for online students who could otherwise feel alienated or isolated in the online 
learning environment. For online educators, one requirement is to persistently promote engagement for 
online learners, which can prove to be challenging, and require supplementary or diverse approaches 
to forging productive student learning communities. Simply transferring material used in traditional 
classrooms into an online learning management system is not adequate to promote engagement and 
could instead contribute to both cognitive and emotional detachment.

Instructional Practice and Curriculum Development

     There is limited literature comparing the curriculum development and content delivery methods 
between traditional and distance education specific to counselor education, but there is a body of 
literature comparing the factors that influence the efficacy of traditional and distance education 
in general. The gap in the counselor education literature requires a comparative assessment of the 
deciding factors leading to different curriculum development and delivery methods for counselor 
education programs.

Delivery Preferences
     Taylor and Baltrinic (2018) conducted a study in which they explored counselor educator course 
preparation and instructional practices. Unfortunately, the researchers did not include the educational 
delivery setting as a variable in the descriptive demographics, so it was impossible to discern whether 
the techniques that were identified as preferred methods of instruction were associated with online 
or traditional classrooms. However, it can be assumed that the preferences that were identified were 
geared more specifically to an in-class, face-to-face presentation. The five teaching methods that were 
explored for preferences in teaching content versus clinical courses included lecture, small group 
discussions, video presentations, case studies, and in-class modeling. Anecdotally, we assert that the 
reported preferences for instruction delivery would be different for online instructors and would be 
impacted by content delivery modality and technology. For example, if plans are disrupted in the 
traditional face-to-face classroom, such as internet disconnection, an instructor has the freedom to shift 
focus and move to a backup plan. However, an alternate instructional plan is not always available 
or feasible in an online environment (Marchand & Gutierrez, 2012). Delivery preferences can be 
influenced by the educational delivery setting in which the program was developed.

Educational Delivery Settings
     Content delivery modalities determine whether a program is defined as traditional or distance 
(telecommunications or correspondence) in accordance with the Office of Postsecondary Education 
Accreditation Division of the U.S. Department of Education (2012). If a program offers 49% or 
less of their instruction via distance learning technologies, with the remaining 51% via in-person 
synchronous classroom, the Department of Education categorizes that program as traditional 
education. The Department of Education defines distance education as instructional delivery using 
technology to support “regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor, 
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either synchronously or asynchronously” in courses in which the students are physically separated 
from their instructor (Office of Postsecondary Education Accreditation Division, 2012, p. 5). The 
Department of Education further clarifies that a distance education program offers at least 50% or 
more of their instruction via distance learning technologies that include telecommunications (Office 
of Postsecondary Education Accreditation Division, 2012). The Office of Federal Student Aid of the 
U.S. Department of Education separates distance programs between telecommunications courses and 
correspondence courses. A telecommunication course uses “television, audio, or computer (including 
the Internet)” to deliver the educational materials (Office of Federal Student Aid, 2017, p. 299). A 
correspondence course includes home study materials without a course or regular interactions with an 
instructor (Office of Federal Student Aid, 2017). Although discussing correspondence education is 
outside the scope of this article, including it as context for educational delivery settings is valuable to 
have a full view of content delivery options as defined by the Department of Education.

     Through informal observations of counselor education programs, the hybrid or blended program 
seems to be neglected in the current educational delivery setting definitions provided by the Department 
of Education. Although there are variations in the definition of a hybrid or blended program, the 
Department of Education does not use hybrid or blended education as a category. Because most, if not 
all, programs integrate some level of telecommunications technology as defined above, we recommend 
using the word hybrid as a qualifier to the categories of educational delivery settings to more accurately 
categorize the unique complexity and needs of every counselor education program. We recommend 
defining the qualifier of hybrid as a program that offers at least 25% and no more than 75% of their 
instruction via a combination of distance learning telecommunication technologies and a traditional 
classroom. This qualifier would be added to the Department of Education’s primary definition of a 
traditional or distance program based on the percentage of telecommunications technologies used 
for content delivery. By adding this qualifier, a program may be categorized as traditional, traditional 
hybrid, distance hybrid, or distance education. The traditional setting uses telecommunications 
technologies for up to 25% of their content delivery, traditional hybrid is 26%–49%, distance hybrid is 
50%–75%, and distance education has 76%–100% of their content delivered using telecommunications 
technologies. See Figure 1 for a visual representation of the Educational Delivery Settings Continuum.

Figure 1

Educational Content Delivery Continuum. 

Note. This figure demonstrates the percentages of content delivered using telecommunications technologies for each setting.
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     When we adopt the continuum above it becomes clear that counselor education content delivery 
cannot be reduced to a dichotomy. Viewing counselor education program content delivery through the 
lens of a continuum results in valuing the unique needs, complexities, and strengths of all counselor 
education programs with varying degrees of technology sophistication. Further, using this continuum can 
more accurately highlight the similarities across counselor educator programs instead of the differences. 
By definition, if any program relies on email and a website to communicate information about the content 
of the program (e.g., submitting assignments), that program is using telecommunication technologies to 
some degree. The above continuum is an important context for reviewing the current state of counselor 
education program content delivery and curriculum development. Because the traditional educational 
delivery setting was the starting point for formal education, a program will inevitably have a reason, 
purpose, or motive for integrating technology into a traditional model.

Motivation to Integrate Learning Technologies
     When we examine the history of curriculum development and delivery methods, we can use 
traditional education as our starting point, dating back to the Socratic method (Snow & Coker, 
2020). As Snow and Coker (2020) have shared, there are two primary motivators to developing or 
integrating technology into content delivery—increasing access and increasing revenues. These 
program development motivators can be valuable when initiating curricula, as long as programs 
consider how technological tools will be used to promote the “regular and substantive interaction 
between the students and the instructor” (Office of Postsecondary Education Accreditation Division, 
2012, p. 5). This requires initial planning to integrate technological tools that can both deliver content 
and promote a learning community. Technology in any amount is a tool requiring skillful application 
in order to promote an effective technologically supported learning experience (Hedén & Ahlstrom, 
2016; Koehler et al., 2004). Although some might choose to debate the differences in benefit between 
increasing access and revenues, a more equitable comparison for motivations requires the context of 
the faculty’s ability to skillfully deliver course content using technology. The faculty’s instructional 
practices impact the application of the program development motivators.

Instructional Practice
     As we consider the continuum of technology integration for counselor education programs in 
different settings, we must consider the level of synchronicity for content delivery. Historically, the 
nature of professional counseling work has been synchronous, in-person interactions. The synchronous 
nature of the counseling profession is often used to argue that traditional programs are more effective 
than distance programs. Looking at a historical read/write approach (i.e., read materials and rely on 
written assignments to evaluate learning) to distance education, there can be some validity to the 
perceived challenges for a distance counselor education program that delivered its content in a read/
write format only. Often, distance counselor education programs have overcome this perceived 
challenge by integrating traditional components into their curriculum.

     Technology advancements provide new mediums for both synchronous and asynchronous learning 
to prepare a counselor-in-training. Counselors’ and counselor educators’ duties require some amount 
of synchronous activities (i.e., in-person interactions between two or more individuals occurring at 
the same time). As we view the counseling profession through the lens of telecommunications, the 
paradigm is expanding to include asynchronous counseling activities (i.e., interactions between two or 
more individuals occurring at various time intervals, such as text messaging).

     Because the counseling profession requires human interactions, it seems fair that synchronous 
components, whether in person or technologically assisted, are necessary to prepare counselors-
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in-training. The synchronous component of every counselor education program is that of the 
practicum and internship experiences. The didactic curriculum in a counselor education program 
can vary between synchronous and asynchronous. But when a counselor-in-training meets the 
practicum and internship benchmarks, synchronicity is required by virtue of program accreditation 
standards and professional regulations. Although there can be an expansion into the asynchronous 
approach to counseling field experience in the distant future, it may not be realistic to imagine a fully 
asynchronous field experience. Consideration of the modalities used to deliver supervision and direct 
counseling services as part of the practicum and internship provides great opportunity to align these 
experiences with the overall curriculum delivery methods of the counselor education program and 
promote future skills for professional counselors.

Curriculum Development Models
     The curriculum development model used for the counselor education program also can impact 
the program’s level of synchronicity. Although there are multiple designs that can guide curriculum 
development, there are two models often used in counselor education—teacher-centered and subject-
centered. Programs used the teacher-centered approach when the curriculum was designed with the 
teacher as the subject matter expert and the content was designed to guide the learner through the 
content by way of the guidance of the teacher (Dole et al., 2016; Pinnegar & Erickson, 2010). Programs 
used the subject-centered approach when the subject matter guided the organization of the content 
and how the learning was assessed to support consistency across instructors (Burton, 2010; Dole et al., 
2016). It would be inaccurate to assign either one of the approaches to a specific setting category as 
each approach can be plotted along the above continuum.

Teacher-Centered Approach
     The teacher-centered approach allows the teacher to own their curriculum, and the specifics of 
the content within the same subject can vary across teachers. The teacher-centered approach occurs 
when assigned faculty members develop a course from scratch. They can use information from similar 
courses; however, there is a great amount of flexibility and freedom to develop the course content 
and delivery modalities. This approach may or may not integrate curriculum across multiple sections 
of the course taught by different instructors. The teacher-centered approach also can have varying 
degrees of course curriculum connections across different courses within the program. The instructor 
of the course in the teacher-centered approach typically develops the course and teaches the course, so 
they are intimately aware of the intention and nuances behind each element of the course curriculum.

Subject-Centered Approach
     The subject-centered approach often relies on a team approach and can support consistency 
across sections of the same course. The subject-centered approach can assign responsibilities for 
the development to different team members (e.g., subject matter expert, curriculum design expert, 
learning resource expert). Team members work collaboratively to develop curriculum that targets 
critical elements of knowledge, skills, or dispositions directed by the subject matter. There can 
be a scaffolding approach to the overarching program curriculum when using a subject-centered 
approach. The subjects can be linked across courses to support collective success across the program’s 
curriculum. Although the instructor of the subject-centered curriculum did not typically take part 
in the development, they are tasked with bringing the course content to life by adding additional 
resources, examples, and professional experiences to the course curriculum. Now that we have 
discussed the various educational delivery settings, the motivation for integrating technologies, 
impact of instructional practices, and curriculum development models, we can consider the 
application of learning telecommunication technologies.
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Learning Telecommunication Technologies
     As telecommunication technologies have advanced, the integration of asynchronous counseling 
and telehealth is changing the landscape of the profession. Although there are state-specific 
definitions of the term, in sum telehealth refers to providing technology-assisted health care from a 
distance (Lerman et al., 2017). These changes in the counseling profession force us to consider the 
needs and the impact of the level of formal integration of technology skills training or practice in a 
counselor education program. This alone may begin to separate counselor education programs along 
the educational delivery settings continuum.

     Using the traditional education category as our foundational approach for counselor education, 
we can see the parallels between the in-person synchronous experiences in the classroom and in 
counseling sessions. Professional counselors of the 21st century now need to be equipped with skills 
using and maneuvering technologies for communicating, documenting, and billing. Technology skills 
have received limited attention in the current CACREP standards as only five core standards and 
seven specialty standards mention technology. Technology is not mentioned in the specialty standards 
for Addiction Counseling; Clinical Mental Health Counseling; College Counseling and Student Affairs; 
Marriage, Couple, and Family Counseling; or School Counseling. There is one mention of technology 
for the doctoral program specialty standards (CACREP, 2015). Conversely, all 50 states in the United 
States have laws related to practicing telehealth (Lerman et al., 2017). The limited number of program 
accreditation standards that include technology neglects the current and future needs of professional 
counselors. Professional counselors are taxed with learning the required technological skills on the job 
instead of while enrolled as a student in their counselor education programs.

Student Considerations
     A key factor in content delivery decisions is considering the type of learner the program will serve. 
The motivation, synchronicity level, and design approach all guide how successful a student will be. 
Not all students can be successful in every type of educational delivery setting. When considering 
synchronicity, the teacher-centered approach often is dependent on a greater percentage of 
synchronicity, while the subject-centered approach has flexibility in the percentage of synchronicity 
needed to effectively deliver the content. The choice in curriculum design approach also relates to 
the type of learner that the program attempts to serve. Yukselturk and Bulut’s (2007) description of 
the self-regulated learner summarizes the qualities of a learner that can be more successful with a 
greater percentage of asynchronous work. We also need to consider the comparative processes in a 
counselor-in-training’s development through a program of study.

Student Development in Online Education

Assessment of Skills and Dispositions
     Assessment of skills and dispositions is a critical element of any counselor training program. The 
assessment process ensures that students have received the necessary training to demonstrate the 
skills and dispositions required to work with the public. The sections below will highlight a few of 
the ways student assessment is currently addressed within programs with online components.
 
Skills
     Regardless of format, the key to effectively developing clinical skills in counselor trainees begins 
with intention. There are many shared approaches to teaching skills and techniques to counselor 
trainees in both online and traditional university settings. The nuances of online skills evaluation 
often begin with student access. Whereas traditional training programs have direct access to students 
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in class and often do things like role-plays, practice sessions, and mock session evaluation in person, 
online programs do these in differing ways. There is a heavier reliance on technology to help facilitate 
exposure, practice, and assessment at a distance. This is demonstrated with greater use of podcasts, 
video clips, and video interfaces (Cicco, 2011). Additionally, there is a stronger need for well-
developed relationships between students, faculty, and supervisors (Cicco, 2012). This strengthens 
the communication process and allows for more familiarity between the student and evaluators. It 
also allows for increased positive feedback, which can help reduce student anxiety and increase skill 
competency among counselor trainees in an online setting (Aladağ et al., 2014).

     Fully online programs and some hybrid models often include synchronous activities, such as 
weekly course practice sessions, whereby students will meet via video technology and practice in 
front of the class or through a recorded session that can be viewed by the instructor at a later date. 
Feedback is an important part of this process and often includes both peer feedback, in the form of 
observation notes or class discussion, as well as notes or scaled assessments or rubrics provided to 
the student by the instructor (Cicco, 2011). This type of feedback is generally formative, which allows 
counselor trainees the opportunity to practice skills that are required by the program with a high 
level of frequency and relatively low stakes. Final course or summative evaluations often reflect a 
student’s combined skills practice demonstration and growth across the term.

     Another frequently utilized form of skills assessment in online education is a residency model. In 
this training format, students gather in person with program faculty for a designated time (often 5–7 
days) to complete specific skills-related training. Here, students may receive a combination of skills-
based practice, faculty demonstrations, and skills- and content-based lectures. Within this format, 
skill development is specifically highlighted and opportunities to practice and receive real-time 
formative feedback are included. These in-person experiences are often evaluated in a summative 
manner at the conclusion of the experience with some form of established skills evaluation form. 
Determinations for additional skills training or remediation are often made at this point as well.

Dispositions
      Much like skills assessment, dispositional assessment is a key function of counselor training 
programs and a requirement in the 2016 CACREP standards (CACREP, 2015). However, while 
skills are more behavior-based and observable, dispositional assessment often requires faculty and 
administrators to make judgments on student characteristics that are more abstract and difficult 
to define (Eells & Rockland-Miller, 2010; Homrich, 2009). Coupled with this is the fact that within 
the counseling profession, there are currently no specifically designed dispositional competencies 
(Homrich et al., 2014; Rapp et al., 2018). The result is that residence-based programs, as well as 
those online, are faced with the challenge of generating and operationalizing key dispositional 
characteristics within their counseling programs and in determining solid methods for assessment.

     While challenging to establish, there have been programs that have made their disposition 
development process available to the broader counseling profession (Spurgeon et al., 2012). Additionally, 
Homrich et al. (2014) conducted a study with 82 counselor educators and supervisors from CACREP-
accredited programs to better determine what dispositional characteristics are most valued in the 
counseling profession. Their results indicated three primary clusters of behavior specific to counselor 
disposition: (a) professional behaviors, (b) interpersonal behaviors, and (c) intrapersonal behaviors, with 
an emphasis on things like maintaining confidentiality, respecting the values of others, demonstrating 
cultural competence, and having an awareness of how personal beliefs impact performance. Similarly, 
Brown (2013) proposed the domains of (a) professional responsibility, (b) professional competence,         
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(c) professional maturity, and (d) professional integrity, with associated behaviors within each domain. 
Many of these behaviors are indicated in the Counseling Competencies Scale, which has a specific section 
on counselor disposition (Swank et al., 2012). Having this psychometrically tested and sound assessment 
certainly aids in the process of assessing dispositions, whether online or in a traditional university setting.

     Despite having some degree of guidance on dispositions and how to assess them, the unique 
elements of online education similarly reflect what was noted in the skills section—a lack of direct 
access to students, which alters the ability to assess formally and informally on already abstract 
concepts. While obvious or visibly present in a traditional classroom, interaction can be hidden 
behind a computer screen in the online setting. As a result, online-based programs often get around 
this limitation by creating opportunities to challenge students’ thinking and belief systems as well 
as enhancing awareness of key triggers and blind spots. Within the classroom, specific efforts can be 
made to create assignments in which students will face dilemmas and varied cultural experiences. 
Similarly, students can be asked to role-play certain characters or serve as the counselor to clients 
who may be perceived as controversial. These types of activities allow online counselor educators to 
first evaluate the responses students have, as well as to gauge openness to feedback if concerns arise 
in the initial response. Residency or other synchronous experiences, like video-based synchronous 
classrooms, afford faculty the chance to see and work with students on an interpersonal level. They 
also allow students to interact with one another and in some cases receive feedback from one another. 
Much like in the classroom, faculty members are then able to assess students on the interactions as 
well as on how students respond to specific feedback.

     One area that is unique to online education and dispositional assessment is that of cyber incivility. 
De Gagne et al. (2016) defined cyber incivility as “a direct and indirect interpersonal violation involving 
disrespectful, insensitive, or disruptive behavior of an individual in an electronic environment that 
interferes with another person’s personal, professional, or social well-being, as well as student learning” 
(p. 240). Because online education programs rely so heavily on written electronic communication, both 
in the classroom and through email, there is a growing need for evaluation of interpersonal interactions 
in written online formats. Students who would otherwise never come into their faculty member’s office 
and disparage them face-to-face, or speak offensively to another student in a traditional classroom, 
might not struggle to do so when online. As a result, online education programs need to fine-tune 
the way they operationalize certain dispositional characteristics and otherwise make more formal 
evaluations of things like tone and messaging in written communication and interpersonal interactions. 
Recommendations to best address this include heightening students’ awareness of cyber incivility 
in both the curriculum and programmatic policies and communication (De Gagne et al., 2016), and 
assessing for cyber incivility as part of a dispositional evaluation. These types of assessment practices 
ultimately help online programs in the broader area of professional gatekeeping.

Gatekeeping
     Gatekeeping is a fundamental part of the counselor training process and is mandated by section 
F.6.b. of the American Counseling Association’s ACA Code of Ethics (2014). As defined by the ACA Code 
of Ethics, gatekeeping is “the initial and ongoing academic, skill, and dispositional assessment of students’ 
competency for professional practice, including remediation and termination as appropriate” (2014, p. 
20). It therefore includes both the assessment and evaluation process of each counselor trainee, but also 
the need for appropriate remediation, support, and dismissal by the programs that support them. In 
addition to the ethical mandate for gatekeeping, significant litigation in counseling programs (Hutchens 
et al., 2013) and a greater emphasis on assessment and gatekeeping in the CACREP 2016 standards 
(CACREP, 2015) have fostered a real need for programs of all types to firm up the gatekeeping process.
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     Gatekeeping is well addressed in the counseling literature, including the need for programs to 
create transparent performance assessment policies and practices that are explicitly communicated 
to students and to which students can respond (Brown-Rice & Furr, 2016; Foster & McAdams, 2009; 
Rapp et al., 2018). Ziomek-Daigle and Christensen (2010) proposed that there are four phases to the 
gatekeeping process: (a) preadmission screening, in which potential students are evaluated on key 
metrics prior to admission; (b) postadmission screening, in which actively enrolled students are 
evaluated and monitored on academic aptitude as well as interpersonal reactions; (c) remediation 
plan, in which students requiring remediation are provided intensified supervision and personal 
development; and (d) remediation outcome, in which students are evaluated on their remediation 
efforts and determined to be successful or not. The value of these proposed frameworks and theories 
is that they can be adapted and used to support the gatekeeping process of all counseling programs, 
regardless of the format. This is particularly valuable when as many as 10% of students in counseling 
programs may be deficient in skills, abilities, or dispositions and ill-suited for the profession (Brown-
Rice & Furr, 2016).

     In online education, the process of gatekeeping can look very similar to traditional programs, but 
it often requires a specific or altered set of practices to support its students. First, though not always 
the case, many online programs have an open- or broad-access admissions policy. This means that 
while certain minimal requirements have to be met (e.g., GPA, letters of recommendation, goal 
statement) at the preadmissions phase, other more traditional prescreening steps, such as student 
interviews (Swank & Smith-Adcock, 2014; Ziomek-Daigle & Christensen, 2010), may not be included. 
The byproduct of this may mean that there is a heightened level of gatekeeping required at the other 
phases: postadmission screening, remediation plan, and remediation outcome (Ziomek-Daigle & 
Christensen, 2010). This often results in the need for more faculty support related to the remediation 
process itself, as well as the need for very clear policies and practices related to remediation and 
dismissal that are consistently applied across a larger group of students.

     While there is a call for all programs to make explicit policies and practices related to the gatekeeping 
process (Hutchens et al., 2013), online education programs have a heightened responsibility to overly 
communicate these practices. Students in online programs often are required to do much of their 
coursework on their own as well as attend and complete orientations and information sessions via 
electronic formats. The lack of direct contact with students means that online programs need to be more 
overt with policy messaging and provide repeated exposure to gatekeeping practices so that students 
stay informed. Often this is done via classroom announcements, email messaging, and course- or 
program-based requirements in which they must sign statements or acknowledgement forms indicating 
they have read and understand specific policies.

     As remediation needs develop through the gatekeeping process, one of the fundamental needs of 
distance-based programs is strong collaboration and consultation among faculty and administration. 
Faculty with student concerns need the outlet and opportunity to connect with their colleagues 
to address potential issues and determine if issues are isolated. This is not unlike what occurs in 
traditional programs; however, the mechanisms for communication can differ, requiring more phone 
calls, tracking of email communication, and increased documentation in shared electronic records 
platforms. Problematic behaviors can be hard to parse out (Brown, 2013; Brown-Rice & Furr, 2016) 
regardless of setting, but can be increasingly challenging to identify online. Having these types of 
opportunities to connect with colleagues and track student issues is imperative to good remediation 
in an online setting.
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     Similarly, there is often the need for remediation committees in online programs. These 
committees generally include faculty and leadership within the program that work specifically to 
address the remediation needs of identified students. They can be content-specific—focusing solely 
on skills remediation or dispositional remediation—or they can serve both functions. While some 
traditional counseling programs have remediation committees (Brown, 2013), online programs often 
serve a significant number of students, which can translate to a higher number of students requiring 
remediation and support. Having a formalized process in place that is guided by a remediation or 
student support committee can be invaluable to this type of load.

Conclusion

     When comparing program delivery and instructional variance between CACREP-accredited online 
and traditional counselor training programs, it is clear there are distinct similarities and differences. 
While the literature included debate regarding the appropriateness of an online environment for 
training counselors, research supports online counselor education training as effective for skill and 
professional identity development, despite requiring different instructional practices than traditional 
classrooms. Similarities between both settings also include a student body made up of adults, with a 
higher enrollment of Caucasian female students. However, online programs show greater diversity 
within their student body with higher numbers of non-traditional and underserved populations. 
One significant difference in online and traditional settings was attrition rates, which were higher for 
online programs, and research suggests that the social interaction that is a routine part of traditional 
training could hold a key to successful program completion for online learners. Future implications 
for counselor education are the expansion of empirically based curriculum development approaches 
that not only engage students but promote increased connection with the material, faculty, and 
peer learning communities. Another critical future direction of the counseling profession that has 
implications for both educational environments is the formal integration of technology skills training 
into the curriculum. While the academic core content areas are aligned for both settings, telehealth is 
rapidly changing the required skill sets for counselors to include communicating, documenting, and 
billing clients through electronic means.

     Online counseling programs are growing in number and type, with many traditional programs 
now offering courses or full-program offerings at a distance. The increasing demand for this delivery 
model ultimately means more students will be trained at a distance, with an ever-increasing need 
to ensure appropriate assessment and gatekeeping practices. Faculty and administrators must be 
mindful of developing strong processes around admissions, student developmental assessment, 
remediation, and, where necessary, dismissal. Visual technology and simulation experiences are 
already being used by many online programs and will continue to grow and diversify as students 
seek new ways and opportunities to train at a distance. As more programs adopt online courses 
or curriculum, it is important that those programs, and the larger university systems that support 
them, are equipped to provide necessary training in the most effective and meaningful ways, while 
ensuring appropriate assessment and gatekeeping.

     Finally, while conducting the review of literature for the analysis of similarities and differences 
between online and traditional programs, we revealed some gaps in existing research. Suggestions for 
future research include an investigation of instructional practices within online settings inclusive of 
delivery methods specific to asynchronous learning. Research indicates that attrition rates are higher 
for online programs, but it would be useful for researchers to investigate variables that contribute to 
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attrition in online counseling students. Similarly, a meta-analysis of remediation practices as well as 
a qualitative inquiry of successful remediation efforts from both the faculty and student perspective 
may provide useful information in closing the gap for degree completion between online and 
traditional students. Finally, with the growing demand for technology literacy, the development of 
technology competencies for professional counselors could prove very useful for both curriculum 
development and counselor supervisors in facilitating success in developing professionals.
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Counselor education has moved firmly into the online space with multiple accredited programs available 
to students and potential faculty. These programs can cross state lines, either by location of training, 
placement of faculty, or both. As such, there are legal and ethical considerations that are outside of 
those that are typically considered. This article addresses some of the more common legal and ethical 
considerations in counselor education, such as vicarious liability and cybersecurity, and how they differ 
in the online education environment. Licensure and other laws and obligations for educators are explored. 
Opportunities for gatekeeping are discussed through the lens of a case study. A second case study with 
guiding questions is provided to raise visibility of state differences in practice laws. Finally, helpful 
resources for navigating online counselor education from a legal and ethical perspective are offered.

Keywords: counselor education, online, legal, ethical, gatekeeping

     There are many reasons to consider online education when becoming a counselor or choosing 
a career as a counselor educator. Convenience, accessibility, and opportunities to interface with 
colleagues across the country and around the world are common attractions of an online environment. 
As of the beginning of 2020, 79 online programs were accredited by the Council for Accreditation of 
Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP; 2020). As many opportunities as there are in 
this educational space, legal and ethical challenges also exist. Although these challenges may be unique 
to the online world, they are certainly navigable. This article tackles some of the experiences distinctive 
to faculty and students in counselor education who choose an online environment for training.

Considerations for Online Counselor Educators

     Counselor education is a distinct professional identity geared toward the preparation of 
professional counselors across disciplines (e.g., clinical mental health counselor, professional school 
counselor, substance abuse counselor). Counselor educators who teach in CACREP-accredited 
programs are required to have terminal degrees in counselor education and supervision, as opposed 
to psychology or another helping profession, as well as active involvement and participation in the 
counseling profession (Calley & Hawley, 2008). These educators receive training in five core areas, 
including counseling, supervision, teaching, research and scholarship, and leadership and advocacy, 
making them uniquely qualified to prepare master’s-level clinicians in counseling (CACREP, 2015).

     Prior to the publication of the 2016 CACREP Standards, counselor educators may or may not have 
received training specific to online counselor education. And yet as of 2014, at least 67% of students  
in public universities took an online course (Allen et al., 2016). To attend to this emerging trend, 
CACREP recognized the need for all counselor educators to understand “effective approaches for online 
instruction” (CACREP, 2015, p. 35). Whether fully online or fully in person, most counselor education
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programs contain some online elements in their instructional pedagogy. Thus, the opportunities to teach 
and learn counseling in an online format are present regardless of whether the program is considered an 
online program.

     For the purposes of this article, an online counselor educator is a person who provides some or all of 
their teaching via a distance education format (Stanford University Teaching Commons, n.d.). Most 
universities offer some form of training to assist the educator in moving to online education (Dimeo, 
2017), but that training is not specific to the content of counselor education. With this in mind, some of 
the inherent opportunities and challenges in online teaching, specifically as they relate to legal and ethical 
concerns, including vicarious liability and supervision in online education settings, will be discussed.

Vicarious Liability as a Counselor Educator
     The counselor education literature is replete with research related to vicarious liability in supervision 
(Mikkelson et al., 2013; Pearson, 2000; Sheperis et al., 2016). Essentially, vicarious liability refers to a 
situation in which one person is held responsible for the actions or inactions of another person (Bell, 
2013). In counseling, we see this term most commonly used in relation to a clinical supervisor having 
some responsibility for the care of the clients of a supervisee. 

     This definition of vicarious liability does not make concessions for the manner in which clinical 
oversight is provided. In other words, online or not, clinical supervisors continue to carry vicarious 
liability for the clinicians they supervise. By extension, counselor educators serving as practicum  
and internship supervisors would also be held responsible for the services provided by students 
under the terms of vicarious liability. According to one popular provider of malpractice insurance 
for counselors, CPH & Associates (2019), liability insurance covers the holder for incidences of 
negligence, misrepresentation, violation of good faith, and inaccurate advice. The key term to 
consider is inaccurate advice, as that is how supervision could be characterized in a lawsuit.

The Counselor Educator as Supervisor and Gatekeeper
     Slovenko (1980), in his seminal article on the topic of supervisor responsibility to the client, stated 
“litigation against supervisors may be called the ‘suit of the future’” (p. 468). Over the years, we have 
not seen that prophecy come to fruition in counselor education, but the caution remains that counselor 
educators who serve as supervisors must be mindful of their potential vicarious liability. With regard 
to the provision of online counselor education, the opportunities to supervise students who are seeing 
clients that are in different cities, states, or countries exist. Although this is an exciting development in 
terms of working with a variety of students, it is daunting to consider the legal implications.

     Counselor educators may assume that only teaching didactic classes online and not supervising 
practicum and internship students will reduce their overall liability. But the reality is that all 
counselor educators have a responsibility to gatekeeping that extends to protecting potential future 
clients of the students we train. To that end, we must maintain an approach to our work that keeps 
the concept of vicarious liability in mind.

     For example, in fully online programs, there is often a residency model. The residency is a period of 
time in which students gather for in-person training and observation, often of clinical skills (Holstun, 
2018). Walden University, which trains counselors in a fully online format, describes residency as a time 
to “conceptualize and develop research that contributes to positive social change; establish networks 
of professionals who support and practice scholarly endeavors; [and] develop and refine practice skills 
essential to your profession” (2019, Mission and Vision section). That may occur at the university campus
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or a neutral destination depending on the type of institution. These residencies are opportunities to be 
physically present with students, uncover any clinical or dispositional concerns, and allow for multiple 
faculty to relate to students. Although some of this is clearly possible in a fully online format, the majority 
of online programs opt for at least one in-person experience with the students they serve (Holstun, 2018). 

     While an online class may involve some interaction and evidence of interpersonal ability, a 
residency increases the opportunities for faculty to make a more accurate assessment of skills and 
dispositions. Thus, program administrators may be apprised of gatekeeping and supervisory issues 
observed in this setting. 

Case Study
     Malkha chose an online counselor education master’s program because she lives in a remote area, 
over 75 miles from the nearest CACREP-accredited campus program. She works full-time at her 
holistic health practice where she practices Reiki, acupuncture, and holistic health coaching, including 
dietetics and nutrition. She is certified as a Reiki practitioner, licensed in her state as an acupuncturist, 
and has recently begun offering the coaching option for her clients who need additional care. Malkha 
has an emotional support animal that accompanies her to sessions, and she hopes to eventually be able 
to provide appropriate documentation to her clients that will allow them to have emotional support 
animals as well.

     Malkha has several academic gifts. She writes well and generally does well on course assignments. 
She does have a pattern of asking for last-minute extensions as she often needs more time than is allotted 
to complete her assignments. Faculty have also noted that Malkha occasionally engages students in the 
discussion board in inflammatory ways. She uses her background and training to offer advice to fellow 
students in ways that are not always helpful nor appropriate to the context of an academic forum. She 
argues with those who do not utilize alternative, holistic approaches in their own theoretical orientations, 
calling them “shortsighted” and “old-fashioned.” Students seem to like Malkha but have complained 
that she comes on too strong.

     At her first residency, Malkha shares a room with two other students and her emotional support dog. 
Unfortunately, one of the roommates is allergic and alleges that Malkha did not disclose that the dog 
would be attending residency. There is conflict between the roommates about handling the payment for 
the room that spills over into their work as a group. Malkha also brings her animal to residency, which 
is allowed, but she continually talks to the dog throughout the faculty lecture and group work. While 
working on skills, for example, Malkha asks her dog what his opinion is, how she should proceed, and 
then appears to listen for a response.

     A large part of the time at residency is spent in clinical skills training. Faculty spend a lot of time 
redirecting Malkha from giving advice and offering treatment solutions during the early phases of 
therapy. She continually moves away from the person-centered approach she states she is practicing and 
becomes more prescriptive as the practice times continue.

     Faculty teaching Malkha at residency bring the concerns about her distracting interactions with 
her emotional support animal as well as her skills to the attention of the training director. Questions 
to consider underscore potentially unique dimensions of practice for online faculty and academic 
leadership with respect to programming, policies, and gatekeeping. For example:
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1.	 Are there ethical or gatekeeping concerns that need to be addressed? If so, what are they?
2.	 How do those concerns fit with the American Counseling Association’s ACA Code of Ethics  

	 (2014) and any gatekeeping procedures established by your program?
3.	 What are some potential next steps to take with Malkha and/or faculty?
4.	 What, if anything, could have prevented the problems that arose at residency?

While these questions are fundamental to counselor educators, they point to the importance of 
established policies and procedures for face-to-face residencies, effective communication of policies 
and expectations to online students, and preparedness to apply ethical decision-making models in 
navigating the ethical and legal challenges that may arise in online counselor education.

Considerations for Online Counselor Education Students

     For the purposes of this article, an online counseling student is a person who receives some or all of 
their training via a distance education format. With this in mind, some of the inherent opportunities 
and challenges in this format, specifically as they relate to legal and ethical concerns, will be 
considered. A more comprehensive analysis of the experience of the online counseling student is 
addressed in another article in this special section (Sheperis et al., 2020).

Opportunities and Challenges
     Opportunities for students in online programs include flexibility to accommodate life, work, and 
school. Online students may not be able to attend a graduate program in another format because of 
geographical, employment, or family considerations. Online students also have the opportunity to 
learn from faculty and fellow students from around the United States and the world.

     Yet as appealing as this can sound, being an online student is challenging. Students are faced with the 
need to self-regulate, and, depending on the amount of instructor interaction, this may include deciding 
when to enter the class, turn in assignments, and engage with their peers (Wong et al., 2019) There can 
be a sense of isolation and loss of social community in virtual learning that is not present in a physical 
classroom (Phirangee & Malec, 2017). When looking at successful online students, it is recommended 
that they possess time-management skills, are self-regulated learners, and are self-motivated to complete 
tasks when compared to their traditional face-to-face classroom counterparts (Vineyard, 2019). 

Legal and Ethical Considerations
     As an online student, the ethical considerations are very similar to those experienced by 
on-campus students. There are gatekeeping considerations, concerns about fitness to practice, and 
general academic expectations regardless of the mechanism of education (CACREP, 2015). However, 
there are additional legal considerations that online students should be apprised of. 

     Each state, province, and territory has its own licensure law for professional counselors (Sheperis 
et al., 2016). Campus-based faculty become familiar with the state in which they offer education and 
may not be as familiar with licensure laws outside of that state. It will be incumbent upon the online 
students to familiarize themselves with state regulations so that they can ensure that their training 
will meet the standards for the educational component of licensure. For many states, graduation 
from a CACREP-accredited program is an acceptable standard of training. However, there can 
be exceptions even for CACREP-accredited programs. For example, the state of Georgia requires 
practicum and internship supervisors to have three years of postlicensure experience (State of 
Georgia, 2019), which is more than the CACREP standard.
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     In addition, not all online programs are able to provide training in every state. Applicants to online 
counselor education programs need to be well-educated consumers. In addition, enrollment services 
staff, program leaders, and counselor educators involved in admissions decisions need to be apprised 
of various state requirements. For example, the state of North Carolina requires that online programs, 
including those in private, out-of-state institutions, be approved by the University of North Carolina 
Board of Governors before they can engage in postsecondary degree activity in North Carolina  
(University of North Carolina System, 2017). 

Considerations for Cybersecurity in Counselor Education

     With the rate of technology innovation, counselor education programs may find it challenging to 
keep up with how specific technology aligns with laws or ethics. When it comes to online counselor 
education and technology, student privacy and client confidentiality are of utmost importance and 
are often tricky to navigate with new technological development. In this section, we examine the two 
primary regulations and how to maintain compliance when using technology. 

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 
     FERPA (1974) is a regulation that protects the privacy of a student’s educational record. All 
programs, regardless of their delivery format, need to be aware of how FERPA impacts them and 
the technology they utilize. For instance, programs using online providers to help track internship 
hours, supervisor evaluations, and other paperwork need to be in line with FERPA best practices. 
The Department of Education, through their Privacy Technical Assistance Center (PTAC), provides 
resources for programs, including what to look for in a terms-of-service document (PTAC, 2016) and 
best practices (PTAC, 2014). Online programs using videoconferencing software need to be aware of 
the limitations on the use of videos created in a classroom or supervision setting. 

     Under FERPA, a photo or video of a student is considered an educational record when it is directly 
related to the student and is maintained by the program (Student Privacy Policy Office, n.d., para. 1). 
A video of a class is considered to be directly related to the student if they are visible doing a class 
presentation or even asking questions. The use of videoconferencing software is new enough to leave 
some ambiguity in the regulations surrounding recording of classes or supervision sessions. We will 
address supervision sessions in the section on the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act of 1996, which follows. Relative to teaching, there are a number of university recommendations 
suggesting that faculty record only themselves in class and do not include images of students in the 
recording. If a faculty member wants to release a recording of a class that directly relates to a student, 
they must gain signed consent from the student to do so. In practical terms, the faculty should gain 
consent from all members of the class if they appear in the recording of the class.

     FERPA regulations require that institutions use “reasonable methods” to safeguard student 
information (PTAC, 2015). The law does not include specific requirements for firewalls, security 
monitoring, or response methods, but leaves that to universities to determine. It is also recommended 
that programs have a plan in place should a security breach occur. 

     Although counselor educators may use the term confidentiality when referring to a student’s 
experience, dispositional issues, or educational record, it is important to note that a student does 
not have the same rights of confidentiality as a counseling client. In fact, FERPA allows faculty and 
programs to share student educational records (including disciplinary records) with other faculty 
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and other institutions where a student may be transferring. If a counseling student is dismissed  
for causing harm to clients, it is within the bounds of FERPA for program faculty to share that 
information with faculty where the student is applying for admission. 

The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA)
     It is important for online counselor educators to be fully informed on HIPAA regulations as they 
relate to technology. These regulations provide protections for confidential and protected health 
information and are commonly referenced in the modern health care lexicon. With relation to training, 
online counselor education students and faculty frequently use various forms of software or other 
communication technology to communicate about client issues in practicum or internship classes and 
supervision sessions. It is not within the scope of this article to cover every aspect of technology and 
client personal health information (PHI) as defined by HIPAA. This section will focus specifically on the 
utilization of videoconferencing software (e.g., FaceTime, Skype, Zoom) to hold class and supervision 
sessions, which are often the primary ways distance faculty, supervisors, and students meet. 

     First, a key principle to understand in any discussion of HIPAA is that the user (e.g., faculty, 
supervisor, student counselor) is responsible to maintain compliance with HIPAA regulations. 
Videoconference software companies that counselor educators and supervisors choose to use could 
be considered business associates. Business associates are contractors who handle PHI of clients and 
have agreed to uphold HIPAA regulations.

     There is no clear guidance on the need for business associate agreements for videoconferencing 
software. Some researchers have said that it is necessary for videoconferencing providers to have 
business agreements (Rousmaniere et al., 2016). Others have suggested that videoconferencing 
software falls under the HIPAA conduit exception (Caldwell, 2019). The conduit exception allows 
service providers to transmit or transport PHI without entering into a business agreement (Office for 
Civil Rights, 2016). To be eligible as a conduit, software providers must not store the data and may 
only transmit it (Taylor, 2015). Generally, videoconferencing software companies do not store any 
transmissions on their servers (Caldwell, 2019). FaceTime, Skype, and Zoom, for example, provide 
end-to-end encryption to create a peer-to-peer connection. It is not possible for them to decrypt  
the data as it goes from the device of the supervisor to the student. Therefore, given that no data 
from a supervision session or class is being recorded, the argument has been made that a business 
associate agreement is not necessary to use these platforms (Caldwell, 2019; Taylor, 2015). Recordings 
of supervision sessions or classes should not be saved to cloud services unless there is a business 
agreement in place, as now the company will be potentially storing PHI. As a reminder, it is still up 
to the faculty and student to be HIPAA-compliant when they use technological tools. Talking about a 
client over Facetime while in a coffee shop is still not considered HIPAA-compliant. 

     Technology moves swiftly. For example, Amazon has recently equipped their Alexa devices to 
handle PHI and has begun signing business agreements with select health care providers (Jiang, 
2019). But there is little in terms of policy, law, or ethics to address anecdotal reports that the Amazon 
Alexa device is recording conversations in homes and therefore likely in offices where it is used. For 
the online educator and student, that could mean that a piece of technology intended to make home 
life easier creates a HIPAA or FERPA violation if portions of classes or client sessions are recorded. 
We anticipate this technology, and thus the policies, laws, and ethics that govern its use, will continue 
to develop. At this point, it is recommended that these devices not be in homes or offices where 
counselor education or supervision occurs.
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Counselor Education Across State Lines

     In general, teaching students who all live in the same state or who live in a variety of states is fairly 
similar. Counseling theory in Michigan is going to be the same as counseling theory in Alabama, and 
educational practices will be similar. However, there are some considerations unique to the online 
educator. As described, many of those relate to practicum, internship, and licensure. Because faculty 
will often be the first line of inquiry for students, online faculty need to be aware that codes of ethics 
and laws related to client care vary from state to state. Although the content of theory classes may stay 
the same across states, conversations about what to do when a client reveals something in session that 
may require duty to warn or other action may change from state to state. Being prepared to navigate 
those conversations is essential to success as an online faculty member. It would benefit the online 
counselor educator to become familiar with the main state licensure board challenges confronted by the 
department. For example, specific curricular requirements and variations in state laws that impact abuse 
reporting are common considerations. While faculty members cannot be experts on all state, province, 
and territory law, it is helpful to have a solid understanding of the primary issues impacting students. 

     Online programs are often part of institutional efforts to recruit international students (Lee & Bligh, 
2019). In addition to differences in state regulations, program faculty then must have an awareness 
of international counseling practice. Many countries have no formal licensing of counselors, so a 
comparison of licensure laws cannot be done. The lack of laws related to the practice of many forms of 
counseling outside of the United States makes it impossible to declare any uniform statements about 
such practice. Students who are outside of the United States and the faculty who train them need to be 
especially vigilant in investigating standards and laws that impact training and practice. 

Ethics Across State Lines
     Just as there is no universal licensure law across states, there is no universal adoption of a code of 
ethics across states. The code of ethics provided by ACA is the most commonly used single code in 
the United States; however, only 19 of the 52 jurisdictions with licensure laws have adopted the ACA 
Code of Ethics into their rules and regulations (ACA, 2015). As you can imagine, it can be challenging 
for educators and students to navigate all of the complexities of the various codes. Students are 
guided to consult state laws to better understand the code of ethics under which they will fall.

     Although codes of ethics are generally more alike than conflictual, there are a number of 
differences. The ACA Code of Ethics (2014) empowers counselors to warn identified others when there 
is a threat of serious and foreseeable harm. That code is historically rooted in the famous Tarasoff 
ruling in which the clinician provided information to the police, but not to the identified person 
that the client was threatening (Sheperis et al., 2016). However, the Texas code of ethics requires 
counselors to report only to authorities and not to warn the identified third party (Texas State Board 
of Examiners of Professional Counselors, 2011). Another example is that counselors are ethically 
allowed to barter under the ACA Code of Ethics. However, Texas code prohibits bartering (Texas State 
Board of Examiners of Professional Counselors, 2009). Thus, students and educators need to be able 
to assess those differences as they proceed with training across states.

Laws Across State Lines
     Just as ethical codes vary from state to state, laws also vary. Few laws that govern the practice of 
counseling are enacted at the federal level. Instead, each state is empowered to determine what is best 
for their population in terms of developing laws that govern scope of practice for counselors. 
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Licensure laws are the first areas that counseling students and counselor educators should familiarize 
themselves with. In addition to licensure law differences, there are other challenges that may exist.

     One area of difference occurs within mandated reporting laws. Each state specifically sets out  
the definitions of abuse and neglect while also outlining who is considered a mandated reporter. In 
Mississippi, any person who knows about or has reason to suspect abuse or neglect of a child by a 
parent, legal custodian, caregiver, or other person(s) responsible for the child’s care is required by law 
to make a report (Mississippi Department of Child Protection Services, 2019). In other states, such as 
Pennsylvania, only mandated reporters have this requirement (State of Pennsylvania, n.d.). Mandated 
reporters typically include professionals expected to encounter children such as school personnel, 
medical professionals, and counselors. Counselors will always be required to report, but some states 
give that designation to any and every person, which can make a difference in working with clients 
who may have reason to suspect abuse.

     Another distinction is found in laws related to warning identified third parties about an intent to 
harm. In the ethics classes of counselor training programs, we highlight the Tarasoff v. the Regents of 
the University of California (1974) case and subsequent rulings as the way to handle duty to warn any 
identified third parties. After multiple court and state supreme court rulings in California, where the 
Tarasoff case occurred, many states have elected to follow this case law and allow or even require 
counselors to report the intent to harm to the identified potential victim as well as the authorities 
(Sheperis et al., 2016). However, some state laws are silent on this matter. In Georgia, there is only a small 
mention in the code for psychologists and nothing to guide counselors (State of Georgia, 2020). Texas has 
a law related to Tarasoff, but it goes counter to the laws in the vast majority of states. The Texas Health 
and Safety Code (2005) states that counselors are not allowed to notify the identified victim: 

A professional may disclose confidential information only to medical or law enforcement personnel 
if the professional determines that there is a probability of imminent physical injury by the patient to 
the patient or others or there is a probability of immediate mental or emotional injury to the patient. 
(p. 4,182)

In practice, this means that two students from different states in the same ethics course could respond to 
a case involving a threat to harm an identified party in vastly different ways and still be correct.

Gatekeeping Across State Lines 
     The gatekeeping aspect of counseling pertains both to the obligation of counselor educators  
to ensure the competency of students entering the profession and the responsibility of practicing 
professionals to confront and address the unethical practice of colleagues when it comes to their 
attention. The gatekeeping responsibility has become so much more complex because of the evolution 
of distance counseling and distance counselor education. Distance practices raise questions about 
how well a professional in one location can monitor the behavior of another located in an entirely 
different place. The implications, which require familiarity with federal laws such as HIPAA  
and FERPA, state statutes and regulations for local licensing, and other local laws pertaining to  
the plethora of issues a counselor may encounter in therapy with clients, are nothing short of 
overwhelming. The responsibility is vast when considering the overabundance of variations of rules 
and consequences for not following them.

Lawsuits, Inconsistent Laws, and Varying Codes of Ethics
     As mentioned, the practice of counseling is not federally regulated for the most part. Each state or 
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territory has a degree of autonomy over the regulation of professional licensure, and therefore there  
is a significant disparity from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. Federal laws impose uniformity and create  
a reliability regarding the rules and regulations for any area governed by the federal government. For 
example, in 2015 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that same-sex marriage would be a legal right across the 
United States. The impact of the ruling was that the 14 states that had bans on same-sex marriage could 
no longer prevent same-sex couples from legally marrying in their individual jurisdiction. However, 
the application of federal laws are sometimes locally compromised, such as when a specific religious 
denomination refuses to perform marriage ceremonies for same-sex couples by asserting freedom of 
religion and the separation of church and state. The religious argument is not that the same-sex couple 
cannot marry in that state, but rather that the couple simply cannot marry in a religious ceremony in 
that church. This example sets the stage for recent legislation that impacts counselor education.

     The state of Tennessee implemented legislation in 2014 that allowed counselors to refuse to provide 
services to someone on the basis of “strongly held personal beliefs,” thus allowing professional 
counselors to impose their own values as a lens for whether or not they would work with particular 
clients. The mere existence of this legislation led to ACA moving the annual conference in 2017 from 
Nashville, Tennessee, where it was scheduled to be held, to San Francisco, California. The ACA Code 
of Ethics (2014) calls for counselors to refrain from imposing their values on clients. As of 2015, the 
ACA Code of Ethics is used by 19 states, ironically with Tennessee being among them. In other words, 
the licensing statute in Tennessee incorporates the language of the ACA Code of Ethics, while there 
is a separate law indicating that a counselor cannot suffer loss of license when that code is violated 
through the refusal of services to someone because of what the counselor personally believes. It 
is noteworthy that, while the LGBT population was the likely intended target of the new law, the 
language would allow for a further and widespread regression to blatantly discriminatory practices 
under the justification that the practice is rooted in what the individual believes.

Case Study
     Carolyn is a student pursuing her doctoral degree in professional counseling. She is 35 years old 
and her best option for pursuing her education was through a distance-based program. Accordingly, 
though she lives in a rural community outside Nashville, Tennessee, she is enrolled in a graduate 
program at Towaco University based in Chula Vista, California. Throughout her enrollment, she has 
attended three residencies in California, and she is presently in the field experience segment of her 
education. Carolyn is employed full-time as a counselor at a Christian counseling center. She has her 
master’s degree and she is licensed. She arranges her practicum hours at a local inpatient addictions 
recovery center around the requirements of her full-time job so that she is usually working at her 
practicum site on nights and weekends.

     As a student at Towaco, she was asked to sign a statement as a condition of enrollment committing 
to follow the ACA Code of Ethics. She has always abided by the provisions of the code in the context of 
her role as a student. However, at her primary place of employment, Carolyn and her coworkers do 
not treat individuals who are part of the LGBT community.  

     This week, Carolyn has been assigned a new client at the addictions center. Dominic is a 28-year-
old gay male who has been married to James for 8 years. They have a 4-year-old son. The relationship 
is solid. Dominic was admitted to treatment because he became addicted to pain medication 
following a serious car accident. James is very supportive, visits Dominic as frequently as is allowed, 
and attends family therapy sessions. Carolyn is assigned to work with Dominic both individually and 
as a facilitator of the family group. As a conservative Christian, Carolyn is uncomfortable working 
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with a gay couple. She has never had to do so at her full-time job. In Tennessee, there is a law that 
allows a licensed professional counselor to refuse to provide services to anyone based upon “strongly 
held personal beliefs.” Carolyn tells her supervisor that she declines to work with Dominic and 
his husband and requests that the client be reassigned. The site supervisor suspends Carolyn and 
contacts her university supervisor in California.

     Given Carolyn’s enrollment in an online counselor education program located in another state, this 
raises a number of questions when considering next steps. For example:

1.	Which law or guideline is the primary guide for Carolyn’s conduct as a practicum student at  
	 the addictions center?

2.	What relevance is there to the fact that Carolyn is already a licensed professional counselor in  
	 Tennessee but only a student at the university in California?

3.	What if any implications will there be if Carolyn similarly refuses to see a client who is gay at  
	 her full-time job?

4.	 Is Carolyn bound by the ACA Code of Ethics if she is not a member of the American  
	 Counseling Association?

These questions illustrate some of the complex terrain to be navigated by online counselor educators.  

Other Legal Considerations 
     Ward v. Wilbanks (2010), though not the first case of its kind and certainly not the last, garnered 
significant attention in the profession through the focus on a student-driven lawsuit against a 
counseling program at Eastern Michigan University and the individual faculty members. The plaintiff, 
Julea Ward, was enrolled in a practicum course and providing counseling services under supervision 
at the in-house clinic at Eastern Michigan University. She was assigned a client who presented with 
depression and issues related to a same-sex relationship. Ms. Ward sought to refer the client, citing a 
conflict with her personal religious beliefs, and she was expelled from the program, which she cited as 
a violation of her rights. A lower court recognized the importance of the right of educational programs 
to self-regulate. However, a higher court found in favor of Ms. Ward, and the Ward v. Wilbanks case 
became critical in the further evolution of the ACA Code of Ethics (2014), through which clarification 
came in terms of referrals that are rooted in competency and referrals that are rooted in the imposition 
of values and judgment.

     Thus, in the prior case study, Carolyn could be allowed to refer in an educational program and in 
her state, but may not be allowed to refer under the same circumstances outside of her state. Because 
most states follow the ACA Code of Ethics, anyone functioning as a counselor could be held to those 
standards regardless of ACA membership status (Sheperis et al., 2016).

Discussion

     The aforementioned examples serve to underscore the complications that arise just by virtue  
of the differences among the laws and regulations on like issues from state to state. With students 
being trained in the same program but living in different states and being trained by faculty who are 
also living in different states, opportunities for legal and ethical challenges abound. As counselor 
educators, we are trained to develop competent, ethical clinicians to serve clients, yet modern-day 
training, especially across state lines, requires the educator be informed of legal, ethical, and other 
challenges impacting the profession and students they serve.
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     Currently, counselor educators teaching through distance learning platforms cannot teach solely 
based upon licensing requirements in one state. In fact, the educator might be located in one state, 
while the student is in another, and the university is in yet another. The counselor educator, who might 
live and be licensed in Texas, is bound to follow the regulations in that state—but those regulations 
might not be relevant to (and might even be blatantly in conflict with) the regulations that apply to the 
student who resides in Tennessee. Moreover, the same professor can have 10 students in one class from 
10 different states. The university, in California, will be bound by both federal and state regulations 
pertaining to higher education, including FERPA, but also by any relevant laws that might pertain to 
the different subject matters taught through that university. For example, in Alaska, if someone assists 
another in the act of suicide, that person can be charged with manslaughter. However, in California 
if that person is a medical doctor and assists another in ending their own life, the assistance could be 
considered a medical treatment under the End of Life Options Act (State of California, 2015).

     Legal differences such as these call into question what can be taught about the professional 
handling of certain issues. Significant variations in law exist around confidentiality and mandatory 
reporting, counseling with minors and parental consent, and the nuances of licensing. Thus, it  
is incumbent upon counselor educators to be alert in their practice and prepared for the complex 
considerations that coexist with the accessibility of online counselor education.

Implications
     Navigating the online space in a legal and ethical manner means staying up to date on current 
trends, resources, and laws. There are some resources counselor educators will find helpful in 
knowing licensure laws such as Licensure Requirements for Professional Counselors, A State by State Report 
(ACA, 2016). Also available from ACA is Licensure & Certification: State Professional Counselor Licensure 
Boards (2020), which links to all state requirements and is updated regularly. Other resources are more 
helpful for general legal concepts such as The Counselor and the Law, by Wheeler and Bertram (2019), 
currently in its 8th edition. For more state-specific considerations, counselor educators will want to 
look for resources like Caldwell’s Basics of California Law for LMFTs, LPCCs, and LCSWs (2019). 

Conclusion

     The myriad of legal and ethical complications inherent in online counselor education is navigable. 
For all of the complications of online learning, the benefits can outweigh the disadvantages. The 
opportunity to learn across state and national borders, interface with colleagues across the country 
and around the world, and develop one’s identity and practice as a professional counselor or 
counselor educator within this space is replete with rewards for all parties. Realistically, education 
is moving more and more to this format, and for counselor education, it is simply a matter of being 
cognizant of the legal and ethical dilemmas in order to meet them head-on.
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Distance counselor education has expanded educational opportunities for diverse groups of students. To 
effectively train and support global students in counseling programs, the authors explore some unique 
challenges and opportunities that counselor educators may encounter when integrating technology in the 
multicultural counseling curriculum. The authors discuss pedagogical strategies that can enhance distance 
learners’ multicultural and social justice counseling competencies. Through an intersectional, social 
construction pedagogy, counselor educators can decolonize traditional multicultural counseling curricula 
and foster an international distance learning environment. Additional innovative approaches and resources, 
such as online multiculturally oriented student services, online student-centered multiculturally based 
organizations and workshops, and office hours for mentoring online international students and supporting 
distance learners’ needs, are described.

Keywords: distance counselor education, multicultural, international, online education, social justice 

     The growth in distance learning has led to an integration of technology in the curriculum over 
the past two decades (Allen et al., 2016). Counselor educators now can deliver distance learning 
courses internationally via videoconference systems, such as two-way audio and video software 
programs, for students to attend classes either synchronously or asynchronously (Snow et al., 2018), 
and many programs are moving toward distance education (Benshoff & Gibbons, 2011; Reicherzer 
et al., 2009). This shift in educational platforms allows both domestic and international students to 
receive counselor education and training remotely without having to commute or leave their home 
countries. For example, the counselor education program at the institution of the first three authors 
currently has over 300 students from the five most populous continents in various stages of counselor 
preparation. Distance education has expanded educational opportunities, targeted underserved 
groups of students, and given space for the formation of a more globally diverse student body 
(Columbaro, 2009; Gillies, 2008).

     With the dramatic increase of diversity and attention to racism and other forms of human 
oppression in the United States, by the early 2000s, the issues of multiculturalism and social justice had 
come to the center of the counseling profession (Arredondo, 1999) and were recognized as two sides 
of the same coin (Ratts, 2011). As a result, multicultural education in the profession has been aimed 
at enhancing students’ awareness of cultural diversity and social justice in counseling relationships 
and implementation of advocacy competencies as they grapple with power, privilege, and oppression 
at the individual and systemic levels (Ratts et al., 2015). More recently, the Multicultural and Social 
Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCC; Ratts et al., 2015) has integrated a social justice and 
advocacy component into the framework of multicultural counseling competencies developed in 1992 
by Sue, Arredondo, and McDavis, and highlighted the intersection of identities and the role power, 
privilege, and oppression play in the counseling relationship. The American Counseling Association 
(ACA; 2014) has also asserted that “counselor educators actively infuse multicultural/diversity 
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competency in their training and supervision practices. They actively train students to gain awareness, 
knowledge, and skills in the competencies of multicultural practice” (F.11.c). Yet there seems to be 
a lack of attention in the literature to how online training programs can address global students’ 
multicultural and social justice counseling competencies given their non-traditional modes of learning 
delivery. With the emphasis on the helping relationship in the counseling profession, instructors who 
teach online face additional challenges because of a lack of in-person contact with students and may 
feel skeptical about the effectiveness of creating a safe and interactive space virtually, especially in 
relation to addressing challenging and complex topics (Hall et al., 2010).

     It is worth noting that many counselor educators have not received formal pedagogical education 
and training on integrating technology into their curriculum and developing effective online courses 
(Cicco, 2012). This impacts educators’ feelings of discomfort or lack of preparedness when developing 
and delivering an online international multicultural counseling course, as well as facilitating 
discussions about multicultural issues and developing global students’ multicultural and social justice 
counseling training and competencies through an online medium. Consequently, when considering 
the development of an online multicultural counseling course, educators have to not only grapple 
with the complexity of designing a nuanced curriculum, but also negotiate delivery of a curriculum on 
an evolving learning platform in which international students who do not reside in the United States 
are integrated into the learning experience. As such, there are several opportunities and challenges to 
consider when facilitating multicultural and social justice counseling training on an online platform.

     To effectively retain and support global students with diverse backgrounds and learning styles in 
distance counseling programs, herein we explore challenges and opportunities that counselor educators 
encounter when integrating technology in the multicultural and social justice counseling curriculum. 
Specifically, we want to discuss pedagogical strategies that we have found valuable to enhancing 
global learners’ multicultural and social justice counseling competencies. With the movement toward 
internationalizing the counseling profession, we believe that counselor educators can decolonize the 
traditional multicultural counseling curriculum and promote global students’ multicultural and social 
justice advocacy competencies through an intersectional and social construction online pedagogy and 
further cultivate an inclusive global learning environment. Additionally, we want to share innovative 
approaches counselor educators can use to support global students’ needs and enhance student 
retention in online counseling programs.

Internationalization of Multicultural Counseling Education in the Virtual Classroom

     In international distance education, each student may differ in experiences of culture, cultural 
identities, and developmental level of multicultural counseling and social justice competencies. To 
address the increase in a globally diverse student body, the counseling profession is transforming 
from a Western-based to a global-based practice (Lorelle et al., 2012). Historically, textbooks and 
journal articles in the United States regarding diversity are typically monoculture in nature, focusing 
primarily on social identities such as race, ethnicity, gender, and social class that are commonly found 
in U.S.-based diversity discourse (Case, 2017). Students who live abroad may find these materials 
and foci disconnected from their contexts and not applicable to their practice. Consequently, these 
students can become less engaged in the learning experience.

     The movement toward internationalizing the counseling profession over the past two decades has 
highlighted the need to extend multicultural competencies in ways that are relevant to mental health 
services beyond U.S. borders. Relatedly, Harley and Stansbury (2011) asserted that the multicultural 
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movement needs to take place at two levels. On the first level, it requires our diligence to recognize, 
learn about, and appreciate the cultural diversity that exists on U.S. soil. The second level requires 
us to develop a global perspective that recognizes other cultures and sociopolitical forces that impact 
the lived experiences of people in other countries. Other scholars (e.g., Bhat & McMahon, 2016; 
Knight, 2004; Ng et al., 2012) also acknowledge these two dimensions in efforts to internationalize the 
counseling profession and emphasize the need to address the underdevelopment of cross-national 
multicultural competencies.

     To date, systematic discourse related to international students’ learning experiences and perspectives 
in online training programs remains limited. To respond to this shift in distance counselor education, 
we propose adding a third dimension—the internationalization of counselor education—to the two 
levels of multicultural education proposed by Harley and Stansbury (2011). This third multicultural 
dimension requires a conceptualization of cultures and ways of being into a counseling curriculum 
that maintains a global and international perspective. Thus, learning is comprised of training activities 
and programs designed to prepare students to provide culturally responsive counseling services and 
advocacy that are simultaneously informed by both a local and global perspective.

     Counselor educators are aware of the enormity of some of the challenges associated with the 
movement toward internationalizing counselor education. There have been encouraging but limited 
developments by the National Board for Certified Counselors (NBCC), ACA, and the Association 
for Counselor Education and Supervision (ACES) toward this cause. For example, to advance global 
mental health training and services, NBCC trains and collaborates with international counseling 
organizations to promote counselor professionalism as they develop their training requirements to the 
needs of their specific populations. ACA and ACES offer international counseling students and faculty 
interest networks in which counselors and counselor educators have space to facilitate discussions 
about challenges and solutions when providing global counseling services and preparing culturally 
responsive training curricula for students. However, the effect of these advocacies on internationalizing 
counselor education has not been widely evaluated yet. It appears that the counseling profession 
recognizes the benefits of this endeavor but is sorting out opportunities as well as resources necessary 
for implementation. We view contributing to the dialogue on internationalizing multicultural 
counseling training through an intersectional and social construction online pedagogy as a privilege.

Intersectional and Social Construction Online Pedagogy
     An area of dissonance for international counseling students involves differences in cultural 
worldview. Marsella and Pederson (2004) posited that “Western psychology is rooted in an ideology 
of individualism, rationality, and empiricism that has little resonance in many of the more than 5,000 
cultures found in today’s world” (p. 414). Ng and Smith’s study (2009) highlighted that international 
students, particularly those from non-Western nations, may struggle with integrating Eurocentric 
theories and concepts into the world they know. Their findings indicated that international trainees 
tend to experience more difficulties in areas related to clinical training and worldview conflicts in 
understanding mental health treatment compared to their domestic peers. International students 
can find that materials learned in Western-based counselor education have little relevance and 
applicability to the local demographics in which they work (Ng et al., 2012).

     Ng and colleagues (2012) indicated that the goals of internationalizing counseling preparation 
curricula are to better equip students with required knowledge, awareness, skills, beliefs, and attitudes 
and to train students to become social change agents who actively resolve global mental health 
issues and inequalities. Herein lies the opportunity for counselor educators to intentionally search 
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for appropriate pedagogies and to critically present readings and other media that help inculcate a 
multicultural perspective (Goodman et al., 2015) that is relevant to local contexts while appreciating 
a global perspective of lived experience and civilization. Social constructionism demands that we 
take a critical stance toward ways of understanding the world (Burr, 2015). It emphasizes the need 
to acknowledge the context and extent of subjectivity infused into what we know and invites us to 
critically examine the knowledge we have gained based on the culture and society surrounding the 
time period in which we exist. This lens helps us recognize that our knowledge is rooted in historical 
and cultural relativity and is socially created (Young & Collin, 2004). We need to be mindful that the 
knowledge created in the classroom has a social, cultural, and political impact on society. Thus, to 
internationalize distance counselor education, we consider it crucial for academics to recognize the 
social construction of the knowledge they carry and communicate in the virtual classroom setting, 
including the construction of their teaching methods for delivering knowledge (hooks, 1994).

     Over 30 years ago, Crenshaw (1989) and hooks (1984) postulated that individuals hold a set of 
multiple and simultaneous identities. Crenshaw introduced the term intersectionality to describe 
individuals’ complex identities as opposed to categorical generalizations. Traditionally, multicultural 
courses tend to focus on one aspect of social identity and related oppressions separately from other 
social identities. The intersecting complexities among social identities and structural oppressions 
and privileges are often neglected. Collins (2000) provided a pedagogic conceptual framework to 
include both advantaged and disadvantaged identities. Although the intersectionality theory has 
been integrated within multiple disciplines, such as women’s studies, sociology, psychology, and 
law, instructors often do not incorporate intersectionality into diversity courses (Dill, 2009). Scholars, 
therefore, have called for an intersectional approach to transform higher education (Berger & 
Guidroz, 2009) and move beyond single-axis models. 

     To move beyond the individual and monocultural level, Case (2017) proposed that educators 
and students can address issues of culture, diversity, and advocacy in a diverse classroom through 
an intersectional pedagogy. Case emphasized an effective intersectional pedagogy that includes the 
following main tenets: Instructors (a) conceptualize intersectionality as a complex analysis of privileged 
and oppressed social identities; (b) teach intersectionality across a wide range of institutional oppression; 
(c) aim to explore invisible intersections; (d) include aspects of privilege and analyze power when 
teaching about intersectionality theory; (e) encourage students reflection about their own intersecting 
identities; (f) reflect the impact of educators’ social identities, biases, and assumptions on the learning 
community; (g) promote social action; (h) value the voice of marginalized students; and (i) infuse 
intersectional studies across the curriculum.

     We believe that using an intersectional perspective that couples with a social construction perspective 
in multicultural education curriculum development can be valuable in the context of distance 
international counselor education, particularly in multicultural and international online education that 
contains a globally diverse student body. By implementing an intersectional and social construction 
pedagogical design in multicultural and social justice online counseling courses, instructors focus 
on examinations of social locations concerning privilege and oppression (Cole, 2009) and avoid 
overemphasizing any single characteristic of individual identities (Dill & Zambrana, 2009). This 
approach also provides instructors and worldwide students with a critical framework for analyzing 
structural power and oppression, examining the complexity of identities, and discussing action plans for 
empowerment and advocacy (Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Rios et al., 2017). Chan et al. (2018) also supported 
embodying an intersectional framework in developing multicultural and social justice courses within 
the counselor education curriculum. Counselor educators who teach beyond multicultural counseling 
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knowledge and skills can enhance students’ critical thinking, case conceptualization skills (Chan et al., 
2018), and cultural empathy (Davis, 2014) toward marginalized groups. Moreover, students are likely to 
see beyond the prescriptive counseling approach that addresses a limited set of cultural values (Chan et 
al., 2018). This perspective also can engage students in analyzing issues of privilege, power, and global 
oppression, and systematically reflecting on their own experiences.

     Wise and Case (2013) noted that intersectional pedagogy is an inclusive approach that helps students 
reduce resistance when engaging in examining privileged and oppressed identities. This approach 
validates worldwide students’ various experiences and includes exploration of invisible interactions 
when discussing personal privilege. Considering that issues related to multiculturalism can evoke 
various emotions in the classroom, such as frustration, shame, guilt, and defensiveness, intersectional 
pedagogy provides an outlet to engage all students in this learning process (Banks et al., 2013; Wise & 
Case, 2013). Creating a safe space for learners in virtual classrooms to bravely experience and address 
these challenges requires thoughtful learning strategies. Accordingly, we illustrate intersectional and 
social construction pedagogy and strategies that counselor educators can consider integrating into 
online curricula to facilitate and assess global students’ multicultural and social justice counseling 
competencies, as well as provide supports for students in a diverse online learning environment.

Internationalizing an Online Multicultural Counseling Course
     The master’s counseling program at the first three authors’ institution offers online or residential 
format options. The online counseling program provides domestic students and international students 
who live abroad opportunities to receive counselor education and training. Given the high ratio of 
international students and students with diverse backgrounds at the authors’ institutions, we believe 
that structuring the virtual multicultural counseling course from a global perspective and grounding it 
in a socially constructed, intersectional framework can facilitate student understanding and appreciation 
of multiculturalism, diversity, and social justice. Additionally, a successful integration of technology 
entails careful consideration of course content, the instructor’s role in the teaching and learning process, 
and students’ access to and comfort with the technology (Zhu et al., 2011). The following is an example 
of how an online master’s-level multicultural counseling course is delivered through an intersectional 
and social construction pedagogy that includes an international perspective, and how global students’ 
multicultural and social justice counseling competencies are assessed.

     Our online multicultural counseling course focuses on creating a critical space where students 
can actively and transparently deconstruct their socially constructed knowledge, beliefs, and biases 
about differences and others. Rather than focusing on attending to specific cultural groups, which 
historically has been the norm for multicultural counseling classes, we focus on internationalizing the 
counseling profession and emphasize the need to address cross-national multicultural competencies. 
This course aims to develop students’ consciousness about the system of oppression that 
significantly impacts both dominant and marginalized groups’ well-being. Thus, the intersectional 
and MSJCC frameworks are used to structure our online multicultural counseling course in that 
knowledge, awareness, skills, and advocacy are at the core of each of the assignments, readings, and 
synchronized and asynchronized discussions.

     Readings assigned for the class include both a clinical counseling textbook that attends to 
assessment, counseling, and diagnosis from a multicultural lens, and supplementary readings 
from the fields of multicultural and social justice education. Instructors use a learning management 
system to facilitate asynchronized online discussion board activities and readings and provide 
written, audio, or video feedback on students’ assignments. In addition to asynchronized learning, 



The Professional Counselor | Volume 10, Issue 1

125

instructors and students meet in an interactive synchronized virtual classroom weekly for 1.5 hours 
over an 11-week course. Research shows that online models can be effective, with synchronous online 
programs being the most promising (Siemens et al., 2015). Students also have opportunities to do live 
multicultural role-plays in which instructors provide immediate feedback.

     Instructors can face unique challenges in teaching and discussing some sensitive and controversial 
issues with students, which is an inherent part of multicultural and social justice advocacy training. It is 
recommended that educators foster positive relationships with students and establish a safe and trusting 
learning environment to engage students in constructive conversations and self-reflection (Brooks et 
al., 2017). Yet teaching a multicultural counseling class in a virtual setting can add additional barriers to 
fostering a safe learning environment. For example, in a virtual classroom, instructors are only able to 
see a student’s face amidst many other digital faces. As a result, some of the challenges of teaching this 
course virtually include effectively noting students’ nonverbal communications, sensing their emotive 
responses or reactions to the discussion content, and attending to topics that students may be having a 
difficult time speaking about in front of a large group. Moreover, many videoconferencing platforms 
allow students to engage in both private and public conversations with other students via chat boxes. 
Consequently, establishing virtual classroom ground rules is essential. Examples of ground rules and 
strategies that ensure a safe and respectful online learning environment may include: (a) turning on the 
camera to allow instructors and classmates to observe others’ nonverbal communication and address 
immediacy, (b) using headphones to respect classmates’ sharing, (c) turning off the private chat setting 
to avoid side conversations among students, and (d) providing options for students to share their 
thoughts and feelings in the chat box. It also is important to facilitate a discussion with students about 
ways to share their airtime with classmates in a virtual classroom and provide their classmates with 
understanding and support by observing virtual verbal and nonverbal communication.

     To assess global students’ cross-national multicultural and social justice counseling competencies, 
we developed three major assignments and assessments for this class. Virtual classroom discussion is 
an essential assessment. To socially construct students’ knowledge of power, privilege, and oppression 
and reflect students’ learning experience, students are encouraged to actively share their reactions 
to the learning materials and how these materials are related to personal experience and counseling 
implications in their countries. Students’ level of participation and self- and other-awareness can be 
assessed in breakout rooms as well as in a large discussion group. However, considering students may 
have various ways to engage with the materials, instructors encourage students who struggle with 
verbally participating in the virtual classroom to collaboratively identify alternative concrete methods 
to evidence participation with instructors, such as reflective journals.

     The second assignment is a group presentation that attends to manifestations of oppression within 
systems. The purpose of this assignment is to increase global students’ knowledge and understanding 
of how racism and oppression are produced and reproduced across generations, institutions, and 
countries. Although oppression impacts all institutions, this project encourages student groups to focus 
on dynamics in eight mutually reinforcing areas: housing, education, immigration, the labor market, the 
criminal justice system, the media, politics, and health care. Students are also asked to create a vignette 
based on the presented topic and facilitate role-plays. This experiential activity facilitates students’ 
understanding of intersecting identities in the counseling relationship and enhances cross-national 
cultural empathy by attending to clients’ experience. This assignment increases global students’ 
awareness of the complexity of mental health issues and transgenerational trauma that can ensue as a 
result of systematic oppression. It also challenges unconscious biases and beliefs that students may have 
around marginalized populations being impacted by these systems in their countries.



126

The Professional Counselor | Volume 10, Issue 1

     The last major assignment, the resistance project, is a quarter-long individual project and targets an 
increase in awareness of self. For counselors, awareness of self in the context of culture is one of the 
more challenging parts of our work and is a process that is ongoing and constant. This assignment 
focuses on attending to both conscious and unconscious biases to groups of people. Initially, students 
are asked to identify three specific cultural groups to which they identify resistance in their countries. 
Students can express significant struggles around this part of the assignment indicating feelings of 
guilt, shame, judgment of self, denial of bias, and confusion around their biases. Normalizing and 
validating these feelings is crucial in fostering a space for critical reflection, as well as providing non-
judgmental feedback regarding their initial explorations. The next part of our resistance project asks 
students to select one of the three identified groups to explore in greater detail throughout the quarter. 
Students are asked to begin looking for numerous academic sources, social media sources, and 
immersion experiences that they can engage in throughout the quarter that would encourage them 
to very directly examine their biases. Significant levels of discomfort appear here among students, 
particularly regarding individual and group experiences they have engaged in. Students are asked to 
reflect on and lean into that discomfort in order to better understand it. In addition, they are asked to 
critically examine their internal process and connect their reactions back to their identified resistance.

Supporting Globally Diverse Students Outside of the Virtual Classroom

     As counselor education focuses on further developing multicultural online pedagogy, there is a 
need to evaluate programmatic effectiveness in demonstrating sensitivity to the concerns of globally 
diverse student populations. Just as it is critical for instructors to attend to creating culturally relevant 
curricula, program administrators need an understanding of the challenges that characterize distance 
students from global communities and be intentional about addressing some of those challenges. 
This section discusses ways that institutions can walk the walk in their application of the principles 
espoused in curricular pedagogy by creating an environment in which worldwide students feel 
welcomed and supported.

     According to the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 
(CACREP; 2016), approximately 32% of students enrolled in counseling programs are from 
racially diverse heritages. Kung (2017) reported that “in the 2015–2016 academic year, over 1 
million international students were reported as studying at U.S. colleges and universities” (p. 
479). Currently, there are no official statistics on the number of students enrolled in distance 
counselor education programs by race, ethnicity, or country of residence. Although specific data 
is lacking, the statistics above provide an indication of the potentially significant presence of an 
international student population in distance learning programs. It is critical to examine the criteria 
for determining a university’s effectiveness in supporting worldwide students outside the virtual 
classroom. “Exemplary institutions” in recruiting and retaining minority students of color have the 
characteristic of being successful in increasing enrollment of minority students of color and retaining 
students through to graduation (Rogers & Molina, 2006). While an institution’s effectiveness in 
providing needed support does not necessarily equate to its ability to retain students and achieve 
high graduation rates, one can surmise that some unsupported individuals will choose to drop 
out. Although there are numerous ways that an institution can provide a sustainable environment 
for global students outside of the virtual classroom, we will focus on six key approaches, namely 
technology, field experience, multiculturally oriented student support services, mentorship, student-
centered multiculturally based organizations, and multiculturally based events and workshops.
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Technology
     In an online education format, access to reliable technology is imperative to students’ success in the 
program. Level of access to proper computing devices or to the internet by various social identity groups 
can create a digital divide, which disadvantages one group over another (Bolt & Crawford, 2000; Clark & 
Gorski, 2001). International students from developing and underdeveloped nations experience frequent 
disruption when accessing virtual class meetings and course contents because of political causes or 
technological deficiency in their regions. For example, a student from the Central African Republic is 
sometimes unable to log in to class meetings when she is unable to turn on generators in a remote village 
for fear that this could alert guerilla gangs and prompt additional warfare. A student in Peru who does 
her internship in rural areas is unable to submit her assignments on time because of a lack of internet 
access. Students in Beijing experience tight internet firewalls preventing them from accessing sites such 
as Google, Gmail, and YouTube; this problem intensifies during the week of the governmental National 
People’s Congress annual meetings. Therefore, Clark and Gorski (2001) urged educators to critically 
analyze the use of the internet as an educational medium and examine ways technology “serves to 
further identify social, cultural, educational ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’” in educational settings (p. 39).

     As a partial solution to the problem of Chinese students’ difficulty in accessing web-based course 
content, our institution has purchased a VPN with a reliable server based in Hong Kong. Given that 
there are approximately 30-plus China-based students in matriculation at our institution each year, 
this becomes an institutional business decision. Additionally, academic advisors encourage Chinese 
students to approach their instructors at the beginning of each term to discuss a plan for accessing 
course material and timely submission of assignments. Instructors and administrators also have a 
responsibility to be proactive in collaborating with these students in finding alternatives by inquiring 
and learning about students’ potential challenges regarding technology. Educators need to discuss a 
plan to accommodate students’ needs within reason.

Field Experience
     Issues with cultural worldviews and contextual differences become prominent during students’ 
process of searching for practicum opportunities and experiences of participating in clinical training 
in their home countries. Specifically, students and educators have encountered these obstacles in 
three aspects. First, the philosophical understanding of the purpose of internship and supervision of 
interns are different. Next, the integration of Eurocentric theories and implications with their clients’ 
cases might not be applicable. Last, there is a lack of regulatory infrastructure to guide and oversee 
the helping profession. A case example is students in China, where many native organizations expect 
to benefit financially from placement of interns. They do not seem to consider that student interns 
are capable of counseling clients under proper supervision. Thus, many mental health agencies do 
not permit trainees to provide counseling before graduation. Supervision is considered more of a 
business arrangement than a supervisory and mentoring relationship.

     The first three authors’ institution offers an online practicum course each academic term for 
students residing and doing an internship overseas. This strategy aims to provide a weekly forum 
where students receive additional support in applying counseling concepts and approaches to their 
cultural context. This also serves as a supportive distance environment in which instructors and 
students collaboratively conceptualize and explore treatment approaches that are culturally and 
contextually relevant to their client populations. The second purpose for the dedicated practicum 
course is to navigate students’ dual legal and ethical milieus. A lack of regulatory oversight for the 
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counseling profession in China and other countries has created legal and ethical challenges for intern 
placements. This reality has added confusion and inconsistencies in what is permissible based on U.S. 
regulatory and accreditation boards, as well as common practices in students’ home countries.

Multiculturally Oriented Student Support Services 
     Student services offices in institutions generally provide a wide range of services. To meet distance 
learners’ needs, it is necessary to implement some student services via an online format. First, institutions 
provide tutoring services to help improve the English writing skills of speakers of other languages. 
Students from immigrant and refugee communities as well as some international students fall into this 
category. Students from non–English-speaking countries enrolled in counseling and related disciplines 
tend to experience challenges related to English proficiency (Ng, 2006). As such, one-on-one tutoring 
is available at our institution for students who struggle with editing and American Psychological 
Association (APA) style writing. This service is critical because many foreign countries do not utilize APA 
format, and therefore international students do not have familiarity with this style of writing.

     Second, tutors at the first three authors’ institution are doctoral students from the psychology 
department who have opportunities to provide services for students from marginalized communities. 
Through collaboration between the office of student services and the counseling department, this 
strategy serves as an excellent service learning experience in working with individuals from globally 
diverse communities. With an intentional design, the writing skills tutoring service complements 
classroom pedagogy on multiculturalism by presenting experience with real-world problems, providing 
opportunities for students to grapple with their beliefs and biases and involve action-oriented solutions.

Mentorship
     Mentorship is a substantive resource for supporting worldwide students from diverse communities. 
Rogers and Molina’s (2006) study found that nine of the 11 psychology programs and departments 
that were successful at recruiting and retaining students of color had established mentoring programs. 
In general, ethnic minority students tend to prefer and report more satisfaction with mentors who 
share a similar racial background (Chan et al., 2015). Figueroa and Rodriguez (2015) posited that 
mentoring is social justice work that “is a racially and culturally mediated experience instead of a 
race-neutral, objective interaction” (p. 23). It is an unfortunate reality of counselor education that 
there exists a significant underrepresentation of minority faculty. The disparity is prominent among 
Hispanic/Latinx demographics, where student enrollment (8.5%) is almost double the number of 
faculty (4.7%) from Hispanic/Latinx heritage among CACREP-accredited programs (CACREP, 2016). 
Black student enrollment is 18.3% and only 12.7% of the total faculty members in CACREP-accredited 
programs are Black. Chan and colleagues (2015) suggested that in the absence of same-race mentors, 
the presence of cross-cultural support in the form of multiculturally sensitive mentoring can be 
beneficial and even critical to the success of international students from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

     To support the unique needs of international students in the residential and online cohort, the 
first author designed weekly office hours for online international students to provide advising and 
mentorship. The virtual office hours aim to provide a space where students and their peers can not 
only share challenges, struggles, and concerns about their learning experiences in the program, but 
also support each other. Additionally, the third author and a colleague have served as international 
and distance directors of clinical training, which can provide specific mentorship regarding practicum 
experiences for international students.
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Student-Centered Multiculturally Based Organizations
     The presence of student-centered organizations is another effective way to provide a sense of 
belonging and an environment that facilitates peer support among those with shared interests on 
campus (Rogers & Molina, 2006). Some culturally and social justice–based organizations active at 
the first three authors’ institution serve this purpose well. One of the university-wide organizations, 
Diaspora, serves students, staff, and faculty in the community who are interested in learning about 
and advocating for mental health issues relevant to the Black diaspora. Members of Diaspora aim to 
raise the community’s awareness of psychosocial and environmental factors that impact the Black 
community’s well-being. Another organization at our institution, the Latinx Task Force, was formed 
with a Unity grant award from our university president’s office for faculty, students, and staff to join 
forces across programs to implement projects that serve the Latinx/Hispanic community on and off 
campus (Latinx Task Force, n.d.). Furthermore, the Latinx Task Force initiated a Spanish clinician course 
that introduces students to essential clinical vocabulary, clinical skills, and cultural considerations 
required to work with Spanish-speaking clients. The Latinx Task Force also conducts a mentorship 
series that brings Latinx professionals in the field to offer career mentoring support to students.

Multiculturally Based Events and Workshops
     Delivery of multicultural education and inclusion of diverse students should not be limited to the 
virtual classroom. Institutions can be intentional in hosting events and workshops that complement and 
reinforce classroom pedagogy on multiculturalism while actively supporting individuals from various 
communities. In recent years, the first three authors’ institution has hosted a rich array of workshops with 
topics such as “LGBT Psychology,” “Asian Americans and Suicide,” and “Risk and Resiliency Among 
Newcomer Immigrant Adolescents.” In addition, a “Women of Color Leaders in Psychology” event 
celebrates the contributions of women of color in psychology and social justice. When the workshops 
occur in our physical venue, they are often made accessible via videoconferencing platforms and are 
recorded for later viewing at a convenient time or by those in a different time zone.

     Multicultural counseling education and support of the globally diverse student population are 
ongoing, interrelated endeavors that extend beyond the virtual classroom walls. Intentionality in hosting 
extracurricular events and creating a supportive environment are ways an institution makes multicultural 
pedagogical concepts come alive for students. They also are a way of sustaining worldwide students to 
graduate with a strong foundation from which to launch their counseling careers.

Discussion and Future Direction for Research

     The multicultural counseling course in counselor education programs is one of the critical spaces 
where global students actively engage with the core components of the MSJCC. Given the complexity 
of teaching this course in a distance learning format, it is crucial for educators to thoroughly think 
through the varying foundational components, including structure, content, pedagogy, and the 
various challenges that can arise in virtual classrooms.

     We have used our experiences in integrating technology into the multicultural counseling 
curriculum to discuss online pedagogical framework and virtual course development while 
exploring unique opportunities, challenges, and solutions. Given the movement of internationalizing 
the counseling profession, we postulate that multicultural counseling distance education must 
extend beyond U.S. borders, class meetings, and the curriculum. It is critical that counselor 
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educators provide multicultural and social justice counseling training through systemic modeling 
by internationalizing the curriculum and training environment and collaborating with training 
programs and institutions to advocate for, attend to, and support the needs of globally diverse 
students in distance education.

     Currently, the literature on training and online delivery of international multicultural counseling 
education remains limited. To explore the best online pedagogy for internationalizing multicultural 
counseling education, more research is needed. As such, future research could focus on examining 
the outcome of incorporating intersectional and social construction approaches in online counseling 
curricula, including global students’ multicultural and social justice counseling competencies in 
their home countries. Future studies also might investigate different course structures and online 
pedagogy to understand the best methods for multicultural distance counselor education. There is 
a need to explore counselor educators’ experiences of conducting online multicultural counseling 
education with globally diverse student populations and their perspectives on receiving multicultural 
counseling distance education. Supports needed for global students in the online environment may 
differ from traditional students. Therefore, research on how the academic support of counseling 
programs and institutions impacts global students’ counseling practice and retention in distance 
counselor education can be valuable.
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Online counselor education has been studied extensively since its inception, but the experiences of students 
within these programs have received limited attention. This collaborative view from faculty and students 
of online counselor education was developed to share the stories of students who have engaged in both 
synchronous and asynchronous distance counselor education programs at the master’s and doctoral level. 
Students talked about finding online programs to be viable options to work flexibly within their adult lives. 
In addition, they shared that they were more satisfied when there were efforts to foster connection through 
synchronous or other means found in a community of inquiry. Finally, their reports illuminate potential 
directions for research in exploring the experience of students in online counselor education programs.

Keywords: online programs, counselor education, synchronous, community of inquiry, students

     Online counselor education has been a reality since the late 1990s, yet little is known about the 
training experiences of students in these programs. At the time of this writing, there are approximately 
79 master’s and doctoral online counseling programs accredited by the Council for the Accreditation of 
Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP; n.d.) and several other distance counseling 
programs without CACREP accreditation. Potential students have many options to consider in the 
online counselor education environment, and distance programs continue to strive to differentiate 
themselves from an ever-growing landscape of educational offerings. What is it that students and 
recent graduates of different online programs reported were the experiences that fostered their growth 
as professional counselors and counselor educators? Who supported them and their growth (e.g., 
peers, faculty, supervisors)? How did they stay engaged, motivated, and focused on their goals in a 
distance environment?

     The aim of this article was to explore these questions with students and graduates of distance 
counseling and counselor education programs. Current students and recent graduates of distance 
counseling and counselor education programs were invited to bring voice to their experiences 
through informal interviews and this collaborative account. Program faculty contacted the students 
and graduates who volunteered to share their perspectives about the programs and agreed to have 
their responses used in this article. Two of the students who provided their opinion also served as 
coauthors. This effort was not designed to create generalizable or transferable knowledge; thus, there 
was no formal sampling strategy in place. It should also be noted that because the goal was not to 
generate generalizable or transferable knowledge, these interviews did not fall under the purview of 
IRB review. Thus, student responses are not anonymized and are cited as personal communications, 
with the students’ permission.

     To gather a broad range of information, we reached out to students from programs with a variety 
of characteristics, including both CACREP- and non–CACREP-accredited counselor education 
programs; private for-profit and private nonprofit programs; faith-based and secular programs; 
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and programs employing a continuum of distance delivery methods ranging from asynchronous, to 
hybrid, to synchronous. However, the information provided is not exhaustive in terms of the types 
of programs available. Instead, we were interested in the views of students across diverse online 
counselor education programs. Throughout the article, we include direct quotes from students as well 
as references from the literature that relate to those experiences. 

     For our small group of students and graduates who shared their perspectives for this article, the 
average age was 41.4, with all contributors in their 40s except one. Given that distance education 
learners tend to fall into the category of “adult learner,” an exploration of motivators for choosing 
online education among this group was germane. In a survey of adult learners, the Education 
Activities Board (2019) indicated that today’s adult learners are “savvy, digital consumers who 
approach their education with a consumer-like mindset” (p. 2).

     As indicated by Snow and Coker (2020), one might expect there would be a plethora of literature 
to assist in understanding experiences of students in distance education programs. Studies examining 
student perceptions of social presence, engagement, outcomes, and teaching strategies in online 
distance education have been conducted, but specific inclusion of student perceptions of distance 
counselor education is lacking (Bolliger & Halupa, 2018; Gering et al., 2018; Lowenthal & Dunlap, 
2018; Murdock & Williams, 2011). This glimpse into the experiences of students and graduates from 
distance counselor education programs informs our understanding of how direct consumers view 
their counseling training and preparation experiences.

Choosing Online Counselor Education

     It is a major decision to become a professional counselor or counselor educator. Another important 
decision is deciding where to train and by what learning method to receive training. To understand 
why a prospective student might choose a distance education program, we must first understand the 
characteristics of the online learner. Distance education students tend to skew older than their on-
campus counterparts, and the average age of an online learner is 34 (Education and Careers, 2019). 

     With this fact in mind, we asked our five students to respond to the following prompt: “Provide us 
with a brief statement as to why you chose counseling and then online education.” Among our small 
group, reasons for choosing online counselor education clustered around family, work, and lifestyle. 
Two of our five students shared that being a single parent of one or more children with special needs 
was a driving factor. Another, also the parent of a child with special needs, needed the flexibility 
afforded by distance learning to be able to live overseas to accommodate her husband’s job. Keeping 
a particular job and work schedule were reasons for other students.

     According to an Education Activities Board survey (2019), the number of graduate students taking 
online courses rose 47% between 2012 and 2017, suggesting that the appeal of flexible options for 
adult learners is a salient factor in their decision to pursue an online education. Amy Campos, a 
graduate of a large for-profit university with a CACREP-accredited program, summed it up well:

I was in my late 30s when I decided it was time to level up and begin the journey to a graduate 
degree. I was raising two neurodiverse children and had just entered the unfamiliar territory 
of single parenting! I knew I would need to find a program that not only supported my career 
and educational goals but blended with my personal and family needs as well. (personal 
communication, May 3, 2019) 
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    Overall, students indicated that an online program offered the flexibility they needed to successfully 
navigate graduate training at the current stage of their lives. 
 
Structure and Process of Online Counselor Education Programs

     When we started training in online counselor education programs, there were limited options in 
terms of program structure and student experiences. In the early 2000s, the delivery of curriculum in 
counseling programs was an either–or proposition: students either enrolled in a traditional face-to-
face (F2F) program or in an online program that was solely asynchronous except for an on-campus 
skills training component (i.e., residency). Asynchronous learning simply means that students do not 
attend required meetings of the class during a given week, although they likely have assignments 
with required dates. The early adopters of online counselor education were able to meet and achieve 
CACREP accreditation through a blend of asynchronous learning experiences in learning management 
systems such as Blackboard with asynchronous assignments, readings, and discussion posts, and F2F, 
on-campus training residencies to practice and demonstrate clinical skills.

     Given that most early online counselor education training programs followed this same format, 
much of the early literature regarding the efficacy of online learning focused on the comparisons 
between two instructional modalities: F2F or on-campus vs. online, asynchronous instruction. In a 
comparison of levels of learning and perceived learning efficiency of on-campus and online learning 
environments, Smith et al. (2015) found that levels of learning (i.e., student participants’ perceptions 
of learning) between online and on-campus students were essentially the same, while the efficiency 
of learning outcome (i.e., student participants’ perceptions of time devoted to learning activities and 
achieving learning outcomes) favored the online modality.

     Other studies have shown little difference in academic outcomes between on-campus and online 
delivery methods in psychology programs (Hickey et al., 2015) and counseling programs in Australia 
(Furlonger & Gencic, 2014). Examinations of blended learning models similarly have shown that students 
can benefit from both on-campus and distance modalities (Karam et al., 2014). More and more, teasing 
out the different kinds of learning opportunities across the ever-widening spectrum of distance education 
is becoming the focus. The use of videoconferencing, interactive media, and a blend of synchronous and 
asynchronous deliveries is increasingly common in counselor education (Snow et al., 2018). 

     Our students discussed a variety of delivery methods and structures from their online learning 
experiences. According to Fatma Salem-Pease, a coauthor who was also interviewed as a student at a 
private nonprofit university with a non–CACREP-accredited program, 

some courses are lighter than others, with more focus on practicing counseling skills, and will 
therefore have more synchronous activities. Other courses focus on psychology and counseling 
fundamentals and therefore require more reading, research, and involve writing more papers. A 
big majority of the learning is done individually. (personal communication, April 25, 2019)

     Two of the students’ programs were structured with required weekly, synchronous class meetings, 
and the students indicated that these components positively impacted their sense of engagement and 
learning. According to Michelle Fowler, a graduate of a private nonprofit university with a CACREP-
accredited program, “group projects and small group breakouts through Zoom were a good way to 
get to know people. The best way to really get to know people was through assigned weekly meeting 
groups” (personal communication, April 10, 2019). Similarly, Libby Haag, a student at a private 
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nonprofit religious university with a CACREP-accredited program, shared that the synchronous 
nature of her program was her favorite part (personal communication, April 16, 2019). She felt that 
being connected in that fashion to faculty and peers allowed her to practice the relational elements 
essential to becoming a competent counselor. There was a definite enthusiasm for these relationships 
from students whose programs offered the synchronous environment online.

     Two other students interviewed for this article were in programs that followed the more traditional 
online format of asynchronous classes with F2F residency experiences. Interestingly, comments from 
one of our students who attended a program with an asynchronous learning model identified a potential 
need to include other modes of training and delivery in addition to asynchronous learning. Shawn Clark, 
a graduate of a public university with a large CACREP-accredited program, wrote:

We have to meet once a week at night as a class during the internship processes but not during 
any other classes. I enjoyed the interaction during these meetings because we were able to critique 
each other’s skills, which helped me develop professionally. If we could have met as a class online 
during all my classes, I believe I would be more prepared as a counselor. (personal communication, 
April 22, 2019)

     From all of our students’ observations, a blend of formats, deliveries, and experiences seemed to 
benefit them most. These observations support the emerging literature concerning different deliveries 
of distance education. According to Harris (2018), a combination of modalities, including F2F, online, 
asynchronous, and synchronous, tap into a variety of learning styles and together can create a 
learning experience that positions students for success.

Community of Inquiry 

     Allen et al. (2016) suggested that about 77% of institutions with distance offerings find them 
critical to their long-term strategy and the future growth of their institutions. An important element 
in online education is the community of inquiry, which is a framework for teaching and learning that 
is built on aspects of constructivist pedagogy. Specifically, the community of inquiry is comprised of 
social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence (Richardson & Ice, 2010). Akyol and Garrison 
(2008) defined these types of presence as follows: social presence is the experience of connection in 
online learning, cognitive presence is the exchange of information and ideas, and teaching presence is 
the facilitation and shaping of the discourse. For the purpose of this article, we asked students to talk 
with us about how they experienced these in their interactions with peers and faculty.

Interactions With Peers
     Researchers who have studied the community of inquiry model have found that a lack of 
interaction between online students results in an experience of loneliness and an increase in students 
dropping courses (Ozaydın Ozkara & Cakir, 2018). All of the students we spoke with talked about 
developing deeper connections during the residency component of their curriculum and how 
meaningful those relationships were. But there were other areas for connection provided as well. 
Students who were in programs with a synchronous online component commented on the use 
of breakout rooms in virtual platforms such as Zoom and how helpful they were to developing 
community. Additionally, the use of virtual groups during the group counseling course increased 
opportunities to interact with peers. None of the students participating in our discussion cited online 
discussion boards as a way to increase or improve interactions with peers, but some did share that 
simply seeing the same students’ names in multiple classes was helpful. 
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Interactions With Faculty
     Within the community of inquiry, teaching presence is comprised of both the way the faculty 
member sets the stage for learning and the way they generate a focus for the online discourse (Walsh, 
2019). Unfortunately, faculty tend to view their teaching presence more favorably than students 
(Blaine, 2019). As such, it was important to get the student perspective on interactions with faculty.

     Students’ interaction ranged from being in the classroom to taking advantage of opportunities 
to connect out of class. Within the class, students found instructor videos to be helpful, sharing that 
in some fully asynchronous programs, students may never see their faculty members’ faces or hear 
their voices as lectures are developed at the institutional level and prepopulated in each course shell. 
Faculty members who took the use of video even further, such as using the video feedback options in 
the learning management system, were appreciated even more. But it was the interactions outside of 
the classroom that seemed to be the most impactful to students.

     Students discussed having email, phone, and video chat communication with faculty and how 
important that was to their experience. These interactions felt personal and “helped me rebuild 
my self-esteem and acknowledge my self-worth” as well as student self-efficacy while serving as 
a professional model (F. Salem-Pease, personal communication, April 25, 2019). Students who did 
not have more personal interactions outside of class reported less satisfaction in this area. A clear 
takeaway is that the more students can interact with each other and with their faculty both in and out 
of the classroom, the more fulfilling their experience is with online education.

Practicum and Internship

     Having taught in counselor education programs for a combined 40 years, we recognize that 
whether on-campus or online, the experience of practicum and internship is one of the most anxiety-
provoking elements of counselor training. Whether the anxiety is about finding an appropriate 
site, securing sufficient direct client hours, or struggling with insecurity around skills and abilities, 
students entering field experience need additional support (Nease, 2013). The experience of online 
students is no different. Those who live in towns with a large, campus-based program reported some 
challenges helping sites understand their status. One student talked about needing to make a case 
for her program when the site was primarily accustomed to dealing with the hometown university. 
However, students who had lived in their hometown for a while and had good connections, or who 
lived in areas that are highly populated and have multiple agency opportunities, reported less stress. 

     Faculty connections were also found to be helpful. Just as students may come from all areas of the 
country or the world, so may faculty. Having faculty familiar with state requirements and who have 
peers in the towns where students are trying to gain a site can be helpful. All students reported a 
willingness to be persistent, make the necessary calls, know their program and training, and take on 
the hurdles of a human resource department as necessary qualities for success in finding practicum 
and internship sites.

Counselor Licensure 

     Counselor educators are well aware that state licensure requirements are not uniform, can be 
tricky, and are challenging to even the most seasoned licensure candidate. But students often enter 
counseling programs assuming that licensure is similar across states and territories (Buckley & 
Henning, 2016). To this end, most of the students we spoke to talked about having discussions about 
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state licensure requirements early in their training. Students were advised to look for any challenges 
or deficiencies posed by their program of study: 

The only concern I had with my license was from not having a human sexuality course from my 
university. The state of Florida requires this class. However, when I reached out to my university 
and told them of my dilemma, they found the course in another program and offered it to me. I 
will be taking it this summer. (S. Clark, personal communication, April 22, 2019)

     In addition, many students reported having early assignments that required them to review their 
state board requirements. 

We are required to research the state requirements and write several papers about them during 
the very first term. After that, we are constantly reminded of our state requirements, especially as 
we head into practicum and internship, and also when selecting elective courses. (F. Salem-Pease, 
personal communication, April 25, 2019). 

Students seemed to benefit from programs that began the licensure discussion during admissions and 
kept it at the forefront throughout their training.

Motivation in Online Training

     We started this paper with a premise that many learners in distance education programs need to 
be self-motivated to be successful. Even programs that have synchronous and on-campus portions 
still generally require students to engage in some amount of self-paced and self-guided learning. As 
early as 1986, Moore was writing about the importance of self-directed learning in distance education 
environments. He suggested that the self-directed or autonomous learner is motivated to “set their 
goals and define criteria for achievement” (Moore, 1986, p. 13). 

     Our students were asked to consider any strategies that have helped them remain motivated through 
their training program. All of the students mentioned some combination of the need to stay organized, 
make and keep a schedule, and set realistic goals for success. Fatma Salem-Pease offered that it is a 
combination of having an organized weekly schedule and self-care routines that helps to maintain 
motivation: “One significant aspect of my self-care has become planning ahead and giving myself the 
appropriate amount of time to complete an assignment well before the deadline.” She went on to say, 
“Self-care is an important component of any journey and is absolutely necessary to maintain stamina 
until the end” (personal communication, April 25, 2019). Two students discussed the roles their professors 
played in their ability to stay motivated. Michelle Fowler shared that “[a] big challenge was dealing with 
the different formats teachers used” (personal communication, April 10, 2019). Libby Haag discussed 
how being an independent thinker and problem solver goes hand-in-hand with being mindful and 
respectful of professors’ time: “I make sure my email communications are respectful, clear, and concise. 
I believe these relationship-focused skills have helped me to have better connections with my professors 
and peers in an environment that often feels isolating” (personal communication, April 16, 2019).

     Other ways our students described their ability to be self-motivated in a distance learning 
environment included being disciplined, intrinsically driven, resourceful, dedicated, and having a sense 
of self-efficacy. As one student stated, “self-efficacy is an important factor that determines the student’s 
perception of her ability to achieve certain tasks” (F. Salem-Pease, personal communication, April 25, 
2019). This observation is supported by inquiries that have examined the relationships between self-
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efficacy, confidence, and attainment in online formats. Watson (2012) found that students in online 
learning environments have higher self-efficacy beliefs than students in traditional, on-campus programs 
and that online learning environments may in fact increase personal motivation and self-efficacy. 

     A framework for understanding motivation in educational environments is self-determination theory, 
which makes a distinction between autonomous (self-determined) motivation and controlled (externally 
pressured) motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2008). Ryan and Deci (2008) posited that individuals are more likely 
to engage in positive change, whether in therapeutic, educational, or family settings, when there are 
external supports in place that promote autonomy. Autonomous motivation is achieved when the needs 
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met (Baeten et al., 2012). Learning environments that 
strive to create conditions where students can feel they have some level of autonomy balanced with a 
clearly formulated structure, as well as opportunities for involvement and engagement with faculty and 
peers, have a combination of factors that are conducive to student motivation (Baeten et al., 2012). 

     Watson (2012) explained that “one of the common concerns often voiced has been whether or not 
‘skills-based’ or ‘techniques’ courses could be offered sufficiently online” (p. 143). This aspect is often 
addressed in CACREP-accredited programs through the F2F residency experience and synchronous 
video activities that allow students to practice counseling skills and get helpful feedback and guidance 
from professors (Snow et al., 2018). Online students report that course materials generally make use of 
a variety of videos, including full counseling session videos and those incorporating certain techniques, 
which fosters vicarious learning. Fatma Salem-Pease indicated that the level of attention she received 
while pursuing her online degree was higher and more personalized than when she was pursuing an 
on-campus degree. She attributed this distinction to the fact that group sizes were small and her belief 
that there may be a benefit to professors reviewing video recordings in the comfort of their own office 
or home space where they are not pressured to assess the skills of multiple individuals in one sitting.

“What I Wish I Had Known Before Starting an Online Program”
     The students who shared their perspectives were asked to talk about what they wish they had 
known coming into an online program. Many wished they had truly understood the importance of 
developing relationships with faculty and fellow students. Generating groups using Facebook or other 
social media was suggested as a way to facilitate this. In addition, some wished they had known that 
developing teams to practice skills would have been helpful to the online counselor-in-training. 

     A primary area of consideration on this topic was the financial cost of online education. Because 
many online programs are housed in private institutions, it was suggested that students 

look long and hard at the expense associated with the program and the entry-level jobs they will 
get with their degree. The amount of debt in relation to that salary can be overwhelming, and 
while it may prove to work out in the long run, [online private institutions] may not be the wisest 
choice. (S. Clark, personal communication, April 22, 2019)

Whether in private or public universities, students were pleased that the online programs allowed 
them to pursue the education they wanted and needed while still maintaining a full-time job.

Student Perspectives of the Literature

     We offered our two student coauthors and graduate interviewees the opportunity to each identify 
a relevant article from the literature that resonated, in some way, with their experiences as online 
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learners and to contribute to this article by outlining the impact of that article on their learning 
experience. The student authors of this manuscript found that building relationships was reflected in 
the literature as an essential element, just as it was in their own experiences.

Building Relationships in Online Counselor Education Programs—Libby Haag
     At the essence of counseling is relationships (Hall et al., 2010). Online education can often remove 
the humanistic quality by an absence of F2F instruction, resulting in a lost opportunity to connect 
with peers, professors, and future counselors and thus lacking an essential component in personal 
growth. Relationship-building skills are imperative for developing effective counselors, maintaining 
professional integrity, and implementing gatekeeping, and online learners often can feel detached 
from their professors and peers. Although on-site schooling offers the humanistic relationship-
building aspect, online formats have the ability to educate underserved and diverse individuals to give 
them the opportunity to become professional counselors (Hall et al., 2010). Online counselor education 
combines the best aspects of technology with traditional campus education, which may create a more 
accessible, relational, and humanistic approach to the development and training of counselors. 

Humanistic Framework
     According to Hall et al. (2010), a more effective online education for counselors is a humanistic 
framework that includes both technology and consistent F2F video interaction while maintaining a 
student-centered focus. This interactive model can effectively solve the problem of how to reach many 
underserved students to promote diversity in growing our profession while still teaching effective 
counseling skills to nurture the important humanistic, personal relationship aspect that is paramount 
to our profession. This humanistic framework to create a more effective and personal online experience 
has four principles: “the importance of viewing and valuing students holistically, the importance of 
maintaining meaningful relationships, an emphasis on valuing intentionality, and the recognition that 
people are goal oriented and creative beings” (Hall et al., 2010, p. 47). 

     Viewing and Valuing Students Holistically. Online educators need to view each student holistically 
as a distinctive individual and not use a reductionist approach (Hall et al., 2010). It is essential that the 
student feel important and valued while being viewed phenomenologically. A suggestion for viewing 
and valuing students in a more holistic manner would be to do video interviews as part of the application 
process. This would help establish a relationship with a professor before school even begins to create a 
meaningful, intentional, and relationship-driven curriculum. 

     Maintaining Meaningful Relationships. According to Hall et al., “a good relationship is the basis 
of counseling and education” (2010, p. 48). Therefore, personal relationships need to be developed in 
an online program for both teachers and peers. Some suggestions to foster a positive relationship begin 
with sending emails before class starts and encouraging an open-door policy for communication. In 
addition, professors can approach an online class with group counseling techniques. For example, when 
beginning class, the professor could have all the students introduce themselves in the video forum using 
an icebreaker. At the next class, they can have the students reintroduce one another. Small group projects 
are also encouraged with some group counseling techniques (Hall et al., 2010).  

     Valuing Intentionality. Intentionality, as defined by Hall et al., is “a sense of purpose in guiding and 
choosing one’s behavior” and “our capacity to reach out, take care of, and tend to others in purposeful 
ways” (2010, p. 48). Online professors could begin to guide students into becoming intentional learners, 
with an emphasis on self-awareness and deliberate reflection of their considerate interactions with 
others. This will help foster and model the connection online counseling students need for effective 
relationship skills in the future.
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     People Are Goal-Directed and Creative Beings. Personal growth is a primary characteristic of a 
holistic, humanistic online education. Professors need to be willing to nurture creativity, drive, and 
resourcefulness within the classroom. Having a personal growth-based curriculum will only increase 
the student’s online experience. Hall et al. (2010) asserted that opportunities for growth and intrinsic 
motivation exist in creating an environment that promotes self-actualization, self-realization, and self-
enhancement. It is suggested that teachers use a variety of techniques to match unique learning styles 
of a diverse student body for fostering creativity in online counselor education.

From a Personal Perspective
     In examining and analyzing Hall et al. (2010) above, Libby Haag shared that her personal 
experience with a humanistic online framework has helped her to become a more rounded counselor. 
She feels as if she thrived in this environment, which was rooted in a very CACREP-driven curriculum 
with an emphasis on personal and professional growth. The relationships she created with teachers, 
peers, and supervisors were invaluable, and the F2F interaction helped to develop better social skills 
and a sense of community. She indicated that she made sure to reach out and let peers and professors 
get to know her personally. These actions helped her to feel connected and valued in a system that can 
sometimes lack a human element. She found that her most influential professors were those who were 
very personable and patient and who used humor and modeled authenticity with a focus on fostering 
relationships. They were available for personal consultation and they always offered a good deal of 
feedback. Overall, concurrent with the literature, Libby Haag’s experience was that a relationship-
focused online program was essential in creating competent counselors.

Self-Efficacy and the Online Learner—Fatma Salem-Pease 
     Fatma Salem-Pease discovered that the 2012 article by Watson, “Online Learning and the Development 
of Counseling Self-Efficacy Beliefs,” supports a lot of the viewpoints she had previously shared in her 
personal communications. First, the article discussed the importance of practicing learned skills in real-
life F2F situations and expressed the concerns voiced by many counselor educators about the efficacy of 
an online program that does not incorporate F2F learning components. As discussed earlier in this article, 
Watson (2012) explained that “One of the common concerns often voiced has been whether or not ‘skills-
based’ or ‘techniques’ courses could be offered sufficiently online” (p. 143). This aspect is often addressed 
through residency experiences and through synchronous video activities that allow students to practice 
counseling skills and receive helpful feedback and guidance from professors. Course materials also have 
a variety of videos, including counseling sessions and how certain techniques are used, which foster 
vicarious learning. 

     Watson (2012) noted that “academic coursework, assigned readings, classroom discussions, self-
reflection, modeling, supervision and hands on experiences associated with practica and internships” 
are required elements to enhancing competency and perception of self-efficacy (p. 145). The study 
hypothesized that F2F students have higher levels of perceived counseling self-efficacy than online 
students. The researcher administered the Counseling Self Estimate Inventory to 373 graduate 
students, 207 of which were F2F students, while 166 reported having taken the core skill development 
courses online. The results of the study disproved the hypothesis and showed that online counseling 
students have stronger counseling self-efficacy than F2F students. 

     These results support Fatma Salem-Pease’s and other students’ thoughts that online students 
have the opportunity to individualize their learning to their specific needs, helping them feel more 
confident in what they know and more aware of what they need to work on further. Structured 
F2F educational programs, she believes, burden students with an extensive and specific schedule to 
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follow daily, which leaves minimal time for students to reflect on what is being learned and how to 
maximize the learning experience. Online students can be more actively engaged in their learning 
and have more freedom to choose what to accomplish and learn with their time. 
 
Conclusion

     Although much has been written about the online learning experience in counselor education, it 
is rare to hear faculty and students work together to share their experiences in online education and 
training settings. What we have captured here first and foremost is that online counselor education 
provides a positive option for many students and faculty. Online counselor education allows students 
to blend academic pursuits into their current family and career lives in a way that is more accessible 
than traditional on-campus programs. When embarking on this journey, students value the connections 
they are able to foster with faculty and with peers, many of which occur through the synchronous 
parts of a program. Given that many programs are fully asynchronous, further research into the use of 
synchronous components would benefit the field of online counselor education.

     Additionally, students strongly supported the fact that the path to success is smoother when 
programs attend to the various field experience and licensure requirements of their students across 
states. It is clear that an online counselor education program requires skills in both self-motivation 
and self-care to provide the maximum benefit to the student. Although this paper addressed the 
student experience in a non-empirical manner, a more research-driven approach to understanding 
student experience in distance counselor education programs is needed. Overall, online counselor 
education is functional, effective, and preferred by many students who are now pursuing their own 
careers in the profession of counseling. 
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