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Letter from the Editors 

 
It has been a while since we've been in touch, but we had some really big shoes to 
fill after the passing of Dr. Eddie Clark. Nevertheless, we are back and ready to 
make a huge impact in the counseling community! This will require your ongoing 
support. We ask that you send in your articles and encourage your colleagues to do 
so as well. Additionally, do not hesitate to contact us if you have any questions, 
concerns, or recommendations about the journal.  
  
We realize this last year has been packed with a great deal of uncertainties. Many 
have lost loved ones, employment, hope, and motivation. However, we as 
counselors have continued to rise up and stand in the gap during these 
perilous times. One way we have done that is through sharing our work as 
professional counselors. So, with that being said, dust off those ideas you have 
been thinking about, put them down on paper, and send them our way to share with 
the rest of the counseling community.  
  
As your new editors (Dr. Brad Willis and Dr. Linda J. M. Holloway) we are super-
excited to serve you, and most of all, to continue the supreme legacy of Dr. Eddie 
Clark. We are honored to dedicate this issue in remembrance of the hard labor, 
dedication, and determination Dr. Clark spent to keep this journal going. We would 
like to thank all those who volunteered to serve on the editorial board. We are so 
excited and are looking forward to working with you over the many months to 
come.  
Yes, we are back, ready, and are aligning with this year’s theme: Rejuvenating and 
Reigniting Purpose and Passion. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dr. Brad Willis Dr. Linda J. M. Holloway 
Editor Editor 
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Remembering Eddie Clark 
 

Nancy J. Fox 
 
 

“Only kind people are truly tolerant. 
Only gentle people are truly strong.” 

 
―Cathy Burnham Martin, 

Encouragement: How to Be and Find the Best 
 
 
Kindness, tolerance, gentleness, and strength are great descriptors for the Alabama Counseling 
Association’s (ALCA) beloved Journal Editor, Dr. Eddie Clark. Dr. Clark was a gentle giant who 
dedicated his life to helping others. Along that path, he graced our professional association by 
volunteering for many appointed and elected jobs over numerous years of service. Dr. Clark’s 
dedication to his cherished counseling profession was mirrored in the way he embraced ALCA. 
ALCA certainly embraced him as well. Eddie was a quiet, calm, gentleman and when he decided 
to speak, he had something important to say. He could stand with a strong resolve when needed. 
True character demonstrated in our midst. ALCA misses our dear friend.   

 
--Dr. Nancy J. Fox, ALCA Executive Director 
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Missing You, My Dear Friend 

 
Necoal Driver 

 

August 9, 2019 was an ordinary day. Who would have ever thought this day would change my 
life? I will never forget receiving the call that really shook me to my core. Yes, I did indeed 
know that my colleague, buddy, and friend was sick; however, I never thought I would be 
receiving a phone call so soon telling me he was gone.  

It was roughly 20 years ago to the date of his passing that I met Dr. Eddie Clark at Auburn 
University. We had both been accepted into the Counselor Education and Supervision Program 
and met each other for the first time in class. I knew the name because at the time we both 
worked in substance abuse counseling, but after all those years, this was the first opportunity; I 
was finally getting a glimpse of Eddie Clark. We shared some good times along with cohort 
members, Drs. Chippewa Thomas and Monica Motley. Eddie always had us rolling over 
laughing.  We walked many nights from the Haley Center so tired and just beat down, but Eddie 

always seemed to 
make the situation 
better. When we 
finished the program 
in 2004, he taught 
Counselor Education 
courses at Troy 
University 
Montgomery and I at 
Alabama State 
University. Folks, we 
never missed a beat 
staying connected 
through our jobs, as 
well as ALCA where 
we both presented, 
served on the awards 
committee together 
and the Executive 
Board.  

When I left ASU in 2017 and took a job at Troy University Montgomery, Eddie was right there.  
Like a big brother, he was still there with words of advice, always reassuring me that everything 
was going to be alright in his joking way. I will always remember that laugh, smile, and joking 
spirit. Eddie was such a great man who adored his wife (Ree), children, and most importantly 
GOD. He loved his colleagues, ALCA, and Auburn Football. 
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One of the last times I really had an opportunity to talk with Eddie was at the ALCA 2019 Spring 
Retreat. He stayed around and talked with Carolyn Liggins and I after the President’s Reception. 
We had a ball laughing our socks off and enjoying the remainder of the night. If only I knew that 
it would not be long before Eddie would be leaving this life and I would never get another 
opportunity to interact with him like that again. What would I have said or done differently is a 
question that sometimes crosses my mind.  I guess nothing, because you see, Eddie was the type 
of person that even though he may have already known his future outcome, he was still going to 
be the life of the party with that warm and joyful spirit. Dr. Eddie Clark, I am so proud to say 
you were a dear and close friend until the end. I can hear you now joking and laughing, as the 
tears flow down my face, and I can hear you say, “Necoal, it is going to be alright.” 

--Necoal Driver, Ph.D., LPC 

  



 
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 8 
 

 
 
 
 

An Evaluation of Licensed Professional Counselor-Supervisors in Alabama 
 
 
 
 

Amanda M. Evans 
James Madison University 

 
Yulanda Tyre 

Liberty University 
 

J. Dylan Gunther 
Auburn University 

 
Morgan Jenkins 

Auburn University 
 

Kaitlin McIntosh 
Auburn University 

 
Baxlee Bynum 

Auburn University  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Author Note 
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Amanda M. Evans, 70 Alumnae 
Drive, MSC 7401, James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA 22801 
  



 
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 9 
 

Abstract 

Counseling supervision is foundational to counselor training. Used as a method to evaluate and 

assess counselor development, counseling supervision is required for licensure in Alabama. In 

Alabama, there are over 502 Licensed Professional Counselor-Supervisors (LPC-S) who are 

qualified to provide counseling supervision to Associate Licensed Counselors (ALC). Little is 

known about the similarities and differences in LPC-S in Alabama. The purpose of this study 

was to examine the status of LPC-S services in Alabama. A total of 502 surveys were sent 

standard mail to all LPC-S identified on the May 2017 Alabama Board of Examiners in 

Counseling (ABEC) approved supervisors list. A total of 174 LPC-S (35% response rate) from 

Alabama completed the Alabama State-Wide LPC-S Survey. This manuscript will present a brief 

history of counseling supervision in Alabama and discuss the survey data collected by the 

researchers. Recommendations for future research and supervision training will be included.  
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An Evaluation of Licensed Professional Counselor-Supervisors in Alabama 

Used to evaluate counselor development and ensure competent practice, counseling 

supervision is a foundational tool for counselor training and supervision (Barnett et al., 2007; 

Bernard & Goodyear, 2014; Gazzola et al., 2013; Glosoff & Durham, 2010; Kaslow et al., 2012; 

Ladany et al., 2013; Ronnestad & Skovholt, 2001). For the purposes of this study, counseling 

supervision is defined as a relationship between two helping professionals that is evaluative in 

nature and includes the assessment of competency in the member with less experience (i.e., 

supervisee or counselor-in-training; Bernard & Goodyear, 2014; Kaslow et al., 2012). Similar to 

the counseling profession itself, counseling supervision has evolved throughout the decades and 

transformed into a distinct professional specialty with best practices and competencies (Evans et 

al., 2016). Best practices may include a supervisory theoretical framework and application of 

interventions, including but not limited to, role plays, case conceptualizations, live supervision, 

group supervision, microskill development, and psychoeducation (Bernard & Goodyear, 2014; 

Evans et al., 2016).  

Counseling supervision is recognized by counseling organizations, accreditation 

standards, and state regulation bodies. The American Counseling Association (ACA, 2014), the 

Alabama Board of Examiners in Counseling (ABEC, 2016), and the Association for Counselor 

Education and Supervision (ACES, 2011) all have ethical guidelines or recommendations to 

ensure best practices for counseling supervisors in Alabama. In addition, the Council for the 

Accreditation for Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP, 2016) identifies 

training requirements and expectations for counseling supervisors. With the prevalence of ethical 

guidelines, training recommendations, and best practices for counseling supervision at a national 
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level, how states individually integrate these regulations is less available. More specifically, how 

LPC-S provide supervision services to license seeking counselors in Alabama needed further 

study. The purpose of this study was to capture survey assessment data from recognized LPC-S 

in Alabama who provide or have provided counseling supervision services in the state. 

Recommendations for supervisors, educators, and researchers are included.  

Counseling Supervision  

 Counseling supervision is necessary for counselors-in-training to receive continued 

instruction to improve their counseling skills, promote counselor resilience, and ensure client 

welfare (Bernard & Luke, 2015; Dupre et al., 2014; Gray & Erickson, 2013). Counseling 

supervision is required for all post-degree counselors who are seeking licensure, although each 

state has individual standards for counseling licensure (Holloway, 1995; Stark et al., 2014). 

Despite its recognized importance, little research has been conducted regarding pre-licensed 

counseling supervision (Bernard & Luke, 2015).  

In their content analysis, Bernard and Luke (2015) determined that there has been an 

31.4% reduction in the domestic publication of supervision articles over the past decade. Of the 

articles that were published, the majority focused on conceptual suggestions for counseling 

supervision and lacked an evidence-base to be utilized across professionals. Even more 

concerning is that none of the recently published articles examined counseling supervision in 

relation to the certification and/or licensure process that all licensed counselors experience 

(Bernard & Luke, 2015). It is imperative that researchers begin to examine the licensure and 

certification process as it relates to counselors and supervisors.  
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Having counselor supervisors who are up to date on current research and best practices 

benefits both pre-licensed counselors and clients (Gray & Erickson, 2013; Holloway, 1995). 

Currently, there is no method in place in Alabama to track the continuing education of LPC-S 

and ensure the application of best practices. Gray and Erickson (2013) advocated for the 

standardization of the pre-licensure process of counselors, specifically as it pertains to 

supervision. This standardization would likely assist in the process of portability across state 

boundaries and counseling organizations.  

History of Counseling Supervision in Alabama 

The history of counseling and supervision in Alabama is important when considering the 

LPC-S designation. The first state-wide counseling supervision organization, the Alabama 

Association for Counselor Education and Supervision (ALACES) was founded in 1966. The 

purpose of this organization is focused on the training and professional needs of counselor 

educators and supervisors. As a result of the emergence of ALACES and other career-based 

advocacy efforts in Alabama, the Alabama legislature created the Alabama Board of Examiners 

in Counseling (ABEC) to regulate the private practice of counseling in Alabama in 1979 (Title 

34 Professions and Businesses, 1979). Since that time, ABEC’s administrative rules have 

evolved to reflect changes in the counseling profession as it is recognized as a distinct 

professional orientation (Nate & Haddock, 2014). 

Alabama’s focus on ensuring quality counseling supervision was implemented over two 

decades ago and demonstrates the state’s high standard toward counseling training (Nate & 

Haddock, 2014). In 1995, the 255-X-3-.03 Supervising Counselor was introduced into the ABEC 
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regulations and includes information on the requirements of a Licensed Professional Counselor-

Supervisor (LPC-S).  

This state-wide legislation in Alabama occurred only 5 years after the Association for 

Counselor Education and Supervision (ACES) developed the Standards for Counseling 

Supervisors, which affirmed that counseling supervision is a distinct specialty that should 

include specific training and credentialing for counseling supervisors (Borders et al., 2014). 

Since the Standards for Counseling Supervisors inception, it is estimated that 26 states have 

adopted policies for supervision training including Alabama (ACA, 2010). This suggests that the 

advancement of counseling supervision in the United States has been slow moving with Alabama 

serving as a pioneer.  

The 255-X-3-.03 (i.e., Counseling Supervisor) rule has been amended seven times to 

eliminate outdated language and to update supervisor training continuing education requirements 

accepted for award of the supervision credential. As the ACA (2010) guidelines currently 

stipulate, a counseling supervisor should (a) have their LPC; (b) be able to document at least 5 

years of “continuous full time (20+ hours per week) clinical practice as a licensed professional 

counselor (LPC); (c) “complete specific training in supervision” (pp. 3-8), either through a 

workshop, supervision certification program or graduate counseling supervision class credit; (d) 

articulate their supervision theoretical orientation; and (e) submit three peer recommendations 

from currently licensed LPCs in Alabama. Upon completing and submitting the supervision 

application detailing all of the five criteria listed above, potential counseling supervision 

applications are reviewed by ABEC and appointed if approved.  
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Per ABEC (2016), LPC-S may not work with more than five counselors-in-training at 

one time. In addition, before the supervisory relationship may begin, the ALC and LPC-S must 

send specific paperwork to ABEC for review and determine suitability. If approved, the ALC 

will receive their license in the mail and may begin accruing supervised counseling experience. 

Little is known following the appointment of an LPC-S designation and providing supervision to 

ALCs in Alabama. Despite a few documents posted on the ABEC website, there is not a uniform 

policy for LPC-S to begin eliciting counseling supervision services to counselors-in-training. The 

purpose of this study was to capture practice of LPC-S statewide to identify trends and 

challenges for counseling supervisors. Recommendations following the analysis of descriptive 

data will be provided to promote professional discourse.  

Methodology 

Participants and Procedure  

 The targeted population consisted of Licensed Professional Counselor Supervisors (LPC-

S) in Alabama. Of the 502 LPC-S contacted, 174 responded with completed surveys (35% 

response rate). Of those who responded, 118 (68%) were female and 56 (32%) male. Regarding 

age of participants, 27 (17%) reported that they were between the ages of 33 to 42, 39 (24%) 

between the ages of 43-52, 38 (23%) between the ages of 53 to 62, 51 (31%) between the ages of 

63 and 72, 6 (4%) between the ages of 73 and 82, and 1 (1%) was over 82 years old.  

All 174 (100%) participants reported having a graduate degree with 77 (44%) a master’s 

degree, 33 (19%) some graduate coursework post-master’s, 14 (8%) with an education specialist 

degree, 45 (26%) with a doctoral degree, and 5 (3%) with an “other degree,” which included 

higher education administration. Regarding clinical specialty, 109 (63%) of LPC-S identified as 
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community counseling/clinical mental health counselors, 7 (4%) as marriage and family 

counselors, 2 (1%) as psychologists, 14 (8%) as rehabilitation counselors, 6 (3%) as school 

counselors, and 16 (9%) of respondents holding two or more clinical specializations that fit 

within the identified categories.  

Award of the LPC designation for respondents spanned from 1978 to 2012 with a mean 

of 1997, a mode of 1999 and a mode of 2000. Award of the LPC-S designation for respondents 

ranged from 1985 to 2017 with a mean of 2006, median of 2008, and mode of 2015.  

The addresses of the supervisors were obtained from the ABEC list of approved 

supervisors as found on the Approved Supervising Counselors pdf document 

(http://www.abec.state.al.us/supervision.aspx). All supervisors on that list were contacted. The 

recipients’ addresses on file were printed on address labels and applied to envelopes. Included in 

each envelope was a survey and another envelope for survey’s return with return address and 

stamp on it. All survey packets were then sent via the U.S. Postal Service. The top of the survey 

asked participants to complete the survey, place it in the self-addressed and stamped envelope, 

and return to the researchers.  

Instrument 

 The Alabama Statewide LPC-S Survey is a 23-item survey developed by the first author 

based on the existing literature and professional expertise. The survey included two sections: one 

on demographic information (gender, age, highest level of education, year awarded LPC, year 

awarded LPC-S, supervision training experiences, and whether they are currently supervising 

ALCs) and the other on the provision of counseling supervision services (how many ALCs 

supervised, success rate of their ALCs supervised to licensure completion, how supervision 
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services were advertised, hourly rate, format supervision provided, supervision model used, 

training needs, and biggest challenges as a supervisor). The information was analyzed using 

descriptive options in SPSS.  

Results 

One hundred and seventy-four LPC-S completed the Alabama Statewide LPC-S Survey. 

With a 36% response rate, the data was examined using frequency and descriptive analysis. Of 

those who responded to the survey, 121 (81%) stated that they attended a two- to three-day in-

service workshop to receive supervision training, while 29 (19%) stated that they completed a 

graduate-level supervision class at a college or university. When asked to describe the difficulty 

of the LPC-S application process, 122 (72%) respondents stated that the application process was 

simple, while 47 (28%) stated that the application process was challenging. Several respondents 

stated that writing the supervisory theoretical essay was particularly challenging.  

Regarding practice, 114 (67%) of LPC-S reported that they currently provide counseling 

supervision services to ALCs while 56 (33%) stated that they are not providing counseling 

supervision services at this time. For the LPC-S who are currently supervising, 37 (22%) 

reported that they are currently working with one ALC, 19 (11%) are working with 2 ALCs, 19 

(11%) are working with 3 ALCs, 15 (9%) are working with 4 ALCs, and 12 (7%) are working 

with five ALCs. The average LPC-S has worked with 7 ALCs over the course of their career 

with a range of 0 to 33.  

Regarding fee for service, 1 (1%) of LPC-S reported that they did not charge in the 

provision of counseling supervision services, and 20 respondents (11%) did not respond to this 

question. Of those who did charge in the provision of counseling supervision services, 49 LPC-S 
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(28%) charged 50 dollars or less per hour, 56 (32%) charged between 50 and 70 dollars per hour, 

and 49 (28%) charged between 70 and 200 dollars for counseling supervision as an hourly rate. 

The majority of respondents reported that their ALCs successfully completed the requirements to 

be awarded their counseling licenses. A sample of 51 (29%) of LPC-S reported that they had at 

least one ALC not successfully obtain their LPC in Alabama. For those who did not complete the 

LPC requirements in Alabama, respondents stated that this outcome was a result of 14 (8%) 

moving to a different state and forfeiting the collected hours, 21 (12%) pursuing a different 

profession, 5 (3%) engaging in unethical behavior, and 11 (6%) experiencing burnout.  

Regarding advertising services, 4 (2%) of participants stated that they advertise on the 

ALCA listserv, 64 (39%) via word of mouth, 2 (1%) by contacting graduate school programs, 

and 94 (57%) reported that they do not advertise open supervision slots. Regarding the type of 

counseling supervision provided, respondents reported that 76 (48%) provided individual 

supervision services, 4 (3%) offered group supervision, and 78 (49%) offered a combination of 

group and individual supervision services. Interestingly, subjects stated that the primary formats 

of weekly supervision services were face-to-face (n = 122, 78%), a combination of face-to-face 

and electronic technology services (n = 18, 13%), or a combination of face-to-face and telephone 

(n = 16, 9%). As a professional best practice, 141 LPC-S (88%) utilized a supervisory disclosure 

statement, while 20 LPC-S (12%) did not.  

To prepare for their new role as supervisors, respondents stated that they prepared to 

become an LPC-S by consulting with other LPC-S in Alabama (n = 19, 12%), contacted ABEC 

for information (n = 17, 10%), reviewed the ABEC website for information (n = 14, 9%), tried a 

variety of consultation methods to seek information including consulting with others, visiting the 
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ABEC website, and reviewing the ABEC website (n = 110, 67%). Finally, some respondents did 

not access consultation and tried to figure out the process independently (n = 4, 2%).  

Supervisory theoretical orientations were noted in the following theories by respondents: 

cognitive behavioral supervisory theory (n = 13, 11%), developmental theories (n = 15, 12%), 

discrimination model (n = 21, 17%), eclectic approach (n = 23, 19%), integrated developmental 

model (n = 8, 7%), person-centered (n = 10, 8%). In addition, 31 (26%) respondents stated that 

they subscribed to “other” models, including social learning theory or another theory-specific 

supervision model.  

Based on the experiences of the LPC-S sample, a question of training needs was 

evaluated. Per the sample, 19 (12%) of respondents stated that the supervisors in Alabama 

needed more training on ethics, 17 (11%) on supervision/theoretical models, 3 (14%) on 

managing a supervision practice, 4 (3%) on supervision interventions, 19 (12%) on a 

combination of ethics and managing a supervision practice, 19 (12%) on supervision theories and 

managing a supervision practice, and 64 (41%) stated that supervisors need training in ethics, 

managing a practice, and supervision theories.  

Last, LPC-S were asked to identify their biggest challenges in Alabama as a supervisor in 

an open-ended essay format. Respondents identified their biggest challenges as 

networking/support, managing client load and supervisee case load, marketing oneself as a 

supervisor, the supervision process, helping ALCs find ways to obtain direct hours when not 

working in community mental health, discussing liability without fear, advocating at a lobbying 

level, managing a supervision schedule, helping ALCs manage employment/career process, and 

working with ALCs who believe they are more masterful than they are.  



 
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 19 
 

Discussion 

The sample included in this study represented a range of counseling disciplines with 

clinical mental health counseling as the primary specialization of graduate-level clinicians. The 

average LPC-S in Alabama was awarded their supervision license in 2000, charged a range of 

fees for services, and maintained an active supervision caseload. Counseling supervision in 

Alabama is fundamental in the LPC licensing process. Despite a large body of literature with 

training recommendations (Barnett et al., 2007; Bernard & Goodyear, 2014; Gazzola et al., 2013; 

Glosoff & Durham, 2010; Kaslow et al., 2012; Ladany et al., 2013; Ronnestad & Skovholt, 

2001), this survey noted that there are additional training needs for LPC-S.  

It is recommended that, in this time of accountability, a more formalized method to 

providing counseling supervision may be warranted (Glosoff & Durham, 2010). As noted by 

participants, trainings that address supervision specific theories and interventions were 

recommended. With the insurgence of evidence-based therapies in behavioral health care, an 

intentional focus on evidence-based counseling supervision theories may assist in this process 

(Evans et al., 2016). One method may be to incorporate leadership models that are grounded in 

competency-based research.  

A standardized process of supervision in Alabama may assist with the variety of 

supervisory methods and fees used by practicing counseling supervisors (Bernard & Goodyear, 

2014). Through targeted research to identify the range of supervision services in Alabama, 

invested stakeholders can collaborate on intentional recommendations for counseling supervision 

services. As an advocacy-based training tool, counseling supervision services must comply with 

state-wide regulations and promote continued counselor development.  
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Limitations 

 This study examined through a state-wide survey, the current practice of supervision in 

Alabama. The results of this study may not be generalizable to other populations as Alabama 

does not have a two-tiered license process with specific supervision training requirements. 

Participants were not chosen at random. The survey was sent once to all LPC-S, and no 

reminders were sent to encourage additional responses. In addition, this study is descriptive in 

nature, and all information was self-reported. In addition, several questions on the survey 

appeared unclear and may have not generated clear responses from subjects.  

Recommendations for Counselor Educators and Researchers 

 Counseling supervision is fundamental for counselor training. In this study, LPC-S 

provided important current practice information regarding the provision of services in Alabama. 

The identification of current trends and training needs of LPC-S in Alabama may assist the 

counseling profession and researchers in identifying relevant and impactful pedagogy related to 

supervision. Despite the prevalence of ethical guidelines and best practices, more information is 

needed for the practical experiences of acting supervisors. This study sought to explore through a 

state-wide survey the current practices of LPC-S. In consideration of these findings, it is 

recommended that researchers and counselor educators continue to examine methods to improve 

the working alliance and provision of counseling supervision services in Alabama to improve 

ALC and client outcomes. These approaches may include targeted and specific trainings that 

focus on evidence-based modules and interventions applicable to practicing professionals. In 

addition, studies that examine the efficacy of counseling supervision in Alabama may be helpful.  
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Abstract  

Demographic, pre-admission, and post-admission predictor variable(s) along with passing scores 

for the Counselor Preparation Comprehensive Examination (CPCE) were examined utilizing a 

series of biserial correlation coefficients (N = 374). The results support a positive relationship 

between graduate and undergraduate GPA, as well as GRE-V and GRE-Q with a passing CPCE 

score. Implications for counselors are discussed.  

 

 

Keywords:  counselor education programs, Counselor Preparation Comprehensive Examination, 

CPCE, admission criteria, gatekeeping, counselor preparation 
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Success on the CPCE: An Analysis of Predictor Variables 

The acquisition and implementation of students’ knowledge and skills that are required 

for students to become ethical, competent counselors have long since been the focus of both 

ethical and credentialing bodies for counselor education programs. The American Counseling 

Association (ACA, 2014) Code of Ethics advises that  

Counselor educators and supervisors are to assist supervisees in securing remedial 

assistance when needed and recommend dismissal from training programs, applied 

counseling settings, and state or voluntary credentialing processes when those 

supervisees are unable to demonstrate that they can provide competent professional 

services to a range of diverse clients and . . . endorse supervisees for certification, 

licensure, employment, or completion of an academic program only when they believe 

that supervisees are qualified for the endorsement. (pp. 13-14) 

The Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 

(CACREP) addresses concerns regarding the overall program and student performance. 

CACREP (2016) tasks counselor education programs with evaluating overall program 

effectiveness, as well as systematically assessing students’ knowledge, skills, and professional 

disposition. More than 400 counselor education programs use the Counselor Preparation 

Comprehensive Examination (CPCE), developed in 1997 by the Center for Credentialing and 

Education (CCE, n.d.), as a comprehensive examination for counselor education programs.  

The CPCE is based on eight content areas (Human Growth and Development, Social and 

Cultural Foundations, Helping Relationships, Group Work, Career and Lifestyle Development, 

Appraisal, Research and Program Evaluation, and Professional Orientation and Ethics) that serve 
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as the primary theoretical basis for guiding education and competency for professional 

counselors (CCE, n.d.). The CPCE provides graduate counseling programs a comprehensive 

exam that meets psychometric standards, providing programs an objective view of the student’s 

level of knowledge while allowing the program to examine student functioning in various 

curricular areas (CCE, n.d.). It is utilized by counselor education programs in a variety of ways 

such as a component of evaluative methods to determine successful completion of a graduate 

counseling program. The exam is also designed to strengthen these programs by providing 

collective feedback (student data) that can be utilized by programs to develop and adapt 

curriculum, as well as address CACREP’s requirement for evaluating overall program 

effectiveness.  

The CCE (n.d.) website reports that 71% of the counseling programs utilizing the CPCE 

agree that the exam has made their programs stronger, 59% of schools report using the 

examination to evaluate their programs, and 58% using the exam to assess students’ mastery of 

counseling skills. Whereas the CPCE may be utilized to assess curriculum strengths and identify 

opportunities for improvement within counselor education programs, it is most widely used as a 

comprehensive exit exam for students completing their graduate counseling program. It should 

be noted that the psychometric properties of the CPCE were not publicly available at the time of 

writing; however, the publisher’s website states that it provides a comprehensive exam that 

meets high psychometric standards.  

Can Admissions Criteria be Utilized to Predict Student Success? 

Successful completion of a counselor education program begins at admission. Graduate 

counselor education programs typically define successful program completion as matriculation 
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through all content course work and clinical requirements, the ability to form positive 

interpersonal relationships, and passing scores on a comprehensive examination. In particular, 

the ability to determine predictor variables of successful completion of the exit exam will not 

only improve success in counselor education programs but also improve the overall admission 

process. Therefore, identifying effective admission criteria can be critical to the admission 

process, ultimately impacting successful outcomes for the student and the program.  

Prior studies have explored commonly utilized pre-admission criteria such as letters of 

recommendation and writing samples (Leverett-Main, 2004), undergraduate grade point average 

(UGPA), Graduate Record Examinations (GRE) total score, or Miller Analogies Test (MAT) 

scale scores as potential predictors of success in graduate programs. A study conducted by 

Schmidt et al. (2009) found that GRE-Verbal (GRE-V) scores were the strongest predictor of 

CPCE total scores as well as six of the eight subscale scores. These results indicated that UGPA, 

GRE-V, and GRE-Quantitative (GRE-Q) scores are valid criteria for determining CPCE scores 

within a graduate counseling program. A similar study conducted by Smaby et al. (2005) found 

predictability in UGPA and GRE-V but not GRE-Q in relation to graduate school performance 

and the ability to pass the CPCE. Fitch et al. (2013) found a significant relationship between 

UGPA and CPCE as well as a significant relationship between graduate GPA and CPCE scores. 

While there have been several studies regarding the predictability of graduate admission criteria, 

it is important to note there have been some discrepancies among the results of these studies.     

For example, Kendrick (2012) conducted a similar study with additional information 

examining the relationship between GRE and UGPA as predictions of four future counseling 

competencies including knowledge, counseling skills, professional dispositions, and professional 
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behaviors. The findings indicated that participants who scored high on the GRE-V typically 

scored higher on the CPCE, indicating that aptitude and achievement as measured by the GRE-V 

and UGPA criteria can be used effectively to predict future competencies on the knowledge 

domain. These findings support the value of the GRE and UGPA as predictors of an applicant’s 

success on knowledge-based measures such as the CPCE (Kendrick, 2012).  

Therefore, for graduate level programs, pre-admissions criteria may, in fact, be the most 

consistent and reliable data available to forecast success. Whereas previous studies have 

examined concerns about the validity of correlation of GRE scores and success in graduate 

studies (Morrison & Morrison, 1995; Sampson & Boyer, 2001), more recent studies have 

confirmed the significance of the UGPA and scores on standardized tests such as the GRE at the 

time of entrance to a program in predicting successful outcome such as GPA and comprehensive 

examination scores (Fitch et al., 2013; Kendrick, 2012; Kuncel et al., 2001; Schmidt et al., 

2009). Having knowledge of predictor variables and their impact on successful completion of the 

CPCE can be critical to counselor education programs in a variety of ways. Knowledge of 

predictor variables can potentially inform admissions and gatekeeping practices, curriculum 

development, and guide development of student-oriented workshops or training aimed at 

attaining the skills required for passing scores on the CPCE. As a result of inconsistency in 

research studies regarding the use of pre-admission variables such as the GRE and UGPA as 

indicators of potential success in counseling education programs, there is a need for additional 

research to determine not only the best variables to assess during the admissions process for 

graduate level counseling programs, but the efficacy of those variables as well. 
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This study examined the relationships between archived demographic, pre-admission, 

and admission data and scores on the CPCE for graduate students in counselor education 

programs from one single university with multiple programs in the Southeastern United States. 

The university defined the passing score on the CPCE as a total score of 82 or higher. To 

examine these relationships, the following research hypothesis was examined: There is a direct 

relationship between demographic variables, pre-admission variables, and post-admission 

variables as it relates to a passing score on the CPCE.  

Methods 

Participants  

All students were granted admission to the program after their admissions portfolio were 

reviewed and scored by at least three counselor education faculty members. Each admissions 

portfolio included UGPA, a writing sample, and three letters of recommendation in addition to 

GRE-V and GRE-Q scores or MAT scores. The participants were enrolled in one of several 

degree programs: Clinical Mental Health Counseling 42% (n = 157), Community Counseling 

27% (n = 101), Rehabilitation Counseling 18% (n = 67), and School Counseling 13% ( n= 49). 

Of the 374 participants, 88% (n = 330) were female and 12% (n = 44) were male. Participants’ 

ages ranged from 23 to 66 years of age with a mean age of 36.72 years and standard deviation of 

9.96 years (see Table 1). All students completed the CPCE in the last year of their degree 

program and were taking the CPCE for the first time.  

Procedures 

This study utilized archival data collected from October 2007 through December 2016 on 

374 graduate students completing a master’s level counselor education program at one single 
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university with multiple programs in the Southeastern United States. The data for demographic, 

pre-admission, and post-admission variables were located within the student files and the 

university’s electronic database. The CPCE scores were obtained from the reports submitted by 

CCE each time the exam was taken. The university’s registrar granted permission to access 

student data after the study was approved by the University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 374) 

Demographic Factor n % 
Sex   

Male 44 12 
Female 330 88 

   
Age   

22-33 101 27 
34-44 65 17 
45-55 41 10 
56-66 17 5 
Missing data 150 41 

   
Counseling Program   

Clinical Mental Health 157 42 
Community Counseling 101 27 
Rehabilitation Counseling 67 17 
School Counseling 49 13 

 

Archival data was obtained from the CCE and de-identified. It was then transferred to an 

excel spreadsheet and later imported into a Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

data file. Prior to data analysis, the researchers screened the sample for missing data and errors in 

data entry. Four data sets were developed for each student: (a) demographic data consisting of 

gender, admission age, and training program (i.e., clinical mental health counseling, community 
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counseling, rehabilitation counseling, and school counseling); (b) pre-admission data consisting 

of UGPA, GRE-V and GRE-Q, or MAT score; (c) post-admission data consisting of Graduate 

GPA; and (d) CPCE-total score.  

Instruments 

Graduate Records Examinations  

The GRE is a norm-referenced standardized test, developed in 1949 by the Educational 

Testing Service (ETS, n.d.a). The GRE General Test measures verbal reasoning, quantitative 

reasoning, critical thinking, and analytical writing skills. It is utilized by many graduate 

programs to make decisions concerning admission. It is important to note that while the GRE 

was developed in 1949, it has continually been adapted to fit the changing needs of learners, 

educational institutions, and education policy (ETS, n.d.a). The present study utilized the GRE-Q 

and GRE-V scores to determine pre-admissions predictor variables.   

 The GRE received a major revision in 2011. The revisions to the computerized exam 

included changes to the format, the scoring system, and content of test questions (ETS, n.d.b). 

Specifically, the newer version allows the test taker to highlight portions of a sentence or enter 

numbers directly into the computer, as opposed to picking an answer from a multiple-choice list. 

The revision also allows the ability to return to previous questions and change the answers. In 

addition to changing the format of the exam, each section of the exam also received a revision. 

An onscreen calculator was added to the Quantitative Reasoning sections of the test and the 

content was revised, removing the antonyms and analogy questions to add text completion and 

sentence equivalent questions (ETS, n.d.b). In regard to the Analytic Writing section, test takers 

are provided with the prompts in advance; however, only one per section will be available when 
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taking the actual exam. The scoring system has also been revised; the GRE is no longer scored 

out of 800 points, it is now scored in 10-point increments, with scores being in the range of 130-

170 points for both the Verbal Reasoning and Quantitative Reasoning sections (ETS, n.d.c). The 

score range for the Analytical Writing section is scored in half-point increments with scores 

ranging from 0-6 (ETS, n.d.c).     

Miller Analogies Test 

The MAT was developed in 1926 to test higher order thinking. The exam is composed of 

120 multiple choice items in the form of analogy questions aimed at identifying candidates 

whose knowledge goes beyond memorization and repeating information (Pearson Assessments, 

n.d.). The exam is designed to reflect one’s analytical thinking skills and like the GRE, it is 

utilized by many graduate programs to make decisions concerning admission. Since the graduate 

program in question accepts scores for the GRE or MAT, when applicable, the present study also 

utilized scores on the MAT to determine pre-admissions predictor variables. 

Counselor Preparation Comprehensive Examination 

The CPCE, developed in 1997 by the CCE (n.d.), is used by counselor education 

programs as a comprehensive examination to assess counseling students’ competence of 

foundational, counseling-related knowledge. The exam is based on the eight content areas 

identified by CACREP. These eight content areas serve as the primary theoretical basis for 

guiding education and competency for professional counselors including: Human Growth and 

Development, Social and Cultural Foundations, Helping Relationships, Group Work, Career and 

Lifestyle Development, Appraisal, Research and Program Evaluation, and Professional 

Orientation and Ethics (CCE, n.d.). 
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Results 

The aforementioned data sets were analyzed to examine potential trends associated with a 

passing score on the CPCE. The passing score, defined as a total score of 82 or higher, was 

determined by the counseling department at the university. It should be noted that a score of 82 is 

higher than the national average for the last three versions of the exam, which has a typical range 

of 69 to 70. Of the 374 students initially taking the CPCE, 125 (33%) obtained a total score of 82 

or higher. It is important to note that the passing score varies amongst universities, as well as 

each testing attempt, and the process for determining a passing score varies across programs.  

Demographic Data 

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship of gender 

and training program with passing the CPCE. Passing the CPCE appeared independent of 

gender, x!(1) = .196 (p > .05). On the other hand, success in passing the CPCE appeared related 

to training program, x!(3) = .18.08, (p < .001). Cramer’s V was significant (Cramer’s V = .220, 

p < .001) indicating a modest effect size. Individual standardized residuals associated with each 

training program revealed that the primary contributors to the significance of findings was the 

higher-than-expected passing rate for students in the community counseling program (z= 2.0), 

and the lower-than-expected passing rate for students in the rehabilitation counseling program 

(z= -1.9).  

Pre-admission and Admission Data 

A biserial correlation was computed to quantify the relationship between age at 

admission to the counseling program and the subsequent passing of the CPCE. Age did not 

appear to be related to the testing outcome on the CPCE (rb = .113, p >.05). 
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A series of biserial correlation coefficients were calculated to test the relationship 

between testing outcome on the CPCE and the following variables: graduate GPA, UGPA, GRE-

total score, and MAT. The correlations between passing CPCE scores and both graduate GPA 

and UGPAs reflected moderate to strong positive relationships (see Table 2). However, graduate 

GPA and UGPA also are significantly related (rb = .459, p < .001). The relationship between 

graduate GPA and passing the CPCE was explored controlling for the effects of UGPA with the 

resulting partial biserial correlation of rb = .205, (p > .05). When the effect of UGPA was held 

constant, only 4% of the variance was shared by these two variables (R2 = .042). When 

controlling for the effects of graduate GPA on the relationship between UGPA and passing 

scores on the CPCE, a moderate positive relationship was still indicated (rb = .386, p < .01), 

suggesting that graduate GPA significantly impact passing scores on CPCE. It is noted, however, 

that these two variables still shared 15% of their variance in common (R2 = .149). 

Table 2 also indicated a significant association between GRE-total score and passing the 

CPCE (rb = .280, p < .01). However, exploring the relationships between GRE–total score and 

other admission variables revealed a significant correlation between GRE-total score and 

graduate GPA (r = .190, p < .05). When the effects of graduate GPA are controlled, the 

correlation coefficient between GRE-total score and passing the CPCE is reduced to (rb = .192, p 

> .05), indicating that the graduate GPA has a significant impact on passing scores for the CPCE.  
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Table 2 

Correlation Coefficients for Pre-admission and Admission Data Variables 

Variable CPCE 
passing score 

Graduate 
GPA 

Undergraduate 
GPA 

GRE total 
score 

MAT 

CPCE passing 
score 

rb = 1 
n = 374 

rb = .472*** 
n = 373 

rb = .513*** 
n = 109 

rb = .280*** 
n = 107 

rb = .064 
n = 292 

      
Graduate GPA  rb = 1 

n = 373 
rb = .459*** 
n = 104 

rb = .190* 
n = 107 

rb = .002 
n = 291 

      
Undergraduate 
GPA 

  rb = 1 
n = 104 

rb = .282 
n = 107 

rb = .001 
n = 96 

      
GRE total 
score 

   rb = 1 
n = 107 

rb = .813*** 
n = 29 

      
MAT     rb = 1 

n = 292 
Note. ***Correlation is significant at the .001 level (2-tailed). *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Discussion 

The results of this study indicated that passing scores on the CPCE is impacted by a 

positive relationship between graduate GPA and UGPA. It is important to note that when 

controlling for graduate GPA, there is still an identified moderate positive relationship between 

UGPA and passing the CPCE. A significant relationship between the GRE total score and 

passing the CPCE was discovered. When reviewing the program of study, students enrolled in 

the Community Counseling Program (CACREP-accredited) had the highest passing rate of the 

CPCE, while students enrolled in the Rehabilitation Counseling Programs, which was accredited 

by the Council on Rehabilitation Educational (CORE), had the lowest pass rate. The differences 

in program performance are likely due in part to the differences in curriculum and accreditation 

standards for each program, as well as difference in clinical practice settings. There were no 
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statistically significant findings for demographic variables such as gender or age at the time of 

admission.  

Counselor education programs utilize a variety of requirements to determine admission 

into the programs ranging from academic aptitude to letters of recommendations. Many 

admission requirements across programs often include GRE scores, UGPA, writing samples, 

letters of recommendation, and personal admission interview ratings. There is an obvious 

discrepancy within the research literature regarding effectiveness of these pre-admission 

requirements for counselor education programs and their ability to predict successful completion 

of counselor education programs, to include the CPCE. In a study completed by Abedi (1991), 

UGPA was found to be a poor predictor of graduate academic performance. Similarly, McKee et 

al. (2001) found that UGPA and GRE scores only accounted for 40% of the variability in 

graduate academic performance. Similar studies found moderate correlations between GRE 

scores and graduate GPA and scores on the comprehensive examination (Kuncel et al., 2001).   

 In a more recent study, Hartwig and Overschelde (2016) looked at predictor variables, to 

include demographics and GRE scores, on the CPCE. This study accounted for different versions 

of the CPCE; however, without accounting for test versions, the researchers found that GRE-V, 

GRE-Q, and age predicted scores on the CPCE with GRE-V, GRE-Q, and UGPA being 

positively associated with CPCE total score. Also, GRE-V was the strongest predictor of CPCE 

total score as well as the strongest predictor on subtests. GRE-Q, UGPA, sex, and age were 

significant predictors in at least one content domain of the CPCE. Results from this study 

implied that a single fixed CPCE raw score should not be used as this method does not take test 

version into account (Hartwig & Overschelde, 2016).  
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The current study variables included demographics with an addition of program of study, 

which demonstrated some connection between program of study and passing the CPCE. With the 

addition of the MAT, this study expanded on the prior research as graduate programs may accept 

for admission GRE scores, MAT scores, neither, or both. Within prior studies all variables were 

not included together such as with post admission variables, including graduate GPA. Validating 

the most effective variables to determine successful outcomes of counseling education programs 

can improve admissions and gatekeeping practices, inform curriculum development, as well as 

guide development of student-oriented workshops or trainings aimed at successful completion of 

the CPCE.  

Limitations 

Limitations of this study exist in the sampling and instrumentation. While there was a 

healthy data set, it should be noted that not all data sets were complete. Additionally, the data set 

utilized for this study originated from a single counseling program with several campus locations 

in the Southeastern United States. This limitation contributes to low external validity, as findings 

cannot be generalized to other counselor education programs with any degree of confidence.  

Another limitation is that the passing score for testing attempts is a fixed score. Whereas 

universities are free to designate a passing CPCE score, the CCE publishes an annual, nationally 

normed passing score for the CPCE. Utilizing a fixed cutoff passing score, as opposed to the 

nationally normed scores prevents the researchers from generalizing the study results to other 

counselor education programs with any degree of confidence.  

In regard to the instrumentation, it should also be noted that in 2011, the GRE received a 

revision to its structure, scoring system, timing, and methodology (ETS, n.d.b). According to the 
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ETS (n.d.a) website, the testing center will maintain a record of students’ GRE scores for a 

period of 5 years; thus, there is a possibility that GRE scores utilized for this study are based on 

two different versions of the exam. The researchers did not control for different versions of the 

exam. Future researchers will need to control for data sets that potentially includes data from 

various versions of the GRE. 

Implications for Counselor Education and Supervision 

Identification of pre-admission criteria that predict success has several implications for 

counselor education programs and student success. Future researchers should consider ways in 

which knowledge of predictor variables can be utilized to improve admission processes and 

address the ethical responsibility of gatekeeping. ACA (2014) defined gatekeeping in their Code 

of Ethics as “the initial and ongoing academic, skill, and dispositional assessment of students’ 

competency for professional practice, including remediation and termination as appropriate” (p. 

20). CACREP (2016) standards defined gatekeeping as “the ethical responsibility for counselor 

educators and supervisors to monitor and evaluate an individual’s knowledge, skills, and 

professional dispositions required by competent professional counselors and to remediate or 

prevent those that are lacking in professional competence from becoming counselors” (p. 41). 

The process of gatekeeping begins at admission and continues throughout a student’s program, 

and it is the onus of counselor education programs to be gatekeepers for the profession.  

The data from the present study revealed a low pass rate (33%) on the first testing 

attempt. Identifying reasons for the low pass rate on the first attempt of the examination will be 

beneficial to counseling education programs. The ability to identify potential external challenges 

students face during test administration can contribute to the development of instruction, 
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feedback, and appraisals throughout a program, as well as support the development of 

knowledge and skills that will assist them as they complete comprehensive examinations such as 

the CPCE.  

In regard to significant predictors of success, it was determined that pre-admission 

variables such as UGPA and GRE-total have a significant impact on students’ ability to pass the 

CPCE. The importance of identifying predictor variables, specifically the pre-admission 

variables, will impact the admission process as well as help to identify students who may need 

early remediation or additional training and support. According to Section F.6.b of the ACA 

(2014) Code of Ethics, initial and ongoing evaluations by supervisors allow them to become 

aware of the student supervisee’s limitations and assist supervisees in securing remedial 

assistance when needed. Utilizing the identified predictor variables, provides an opportunity for 

remediation plans to be developed earlier in the enrollment process.  

Another area of focus for future research is the consideration of the efficacy of pre-

admissions variables and screening tools utilized to determine admission to counselor education 

programs, as well as identifying empirically validated instruments to support the admissions 

process. Consequently, identifying predictor variables has the potential to impact program and 

student success by way of effective program admissions criteria, informing curriculum, 

instruction, gatekeeping, and remediation. Selecting the best candidates to enter into counselor 

education programs is of paramount importance to potential clients and the counseling profession 

overall.  
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Abstract 

Employment prospects vary for both undergraduate and graduate students. Often there is a 

mismatch between training preparation and actual job demand in either types of job, location of 

job, or skills required in a job. This qualitative study examined integration of desired 

employment activities and aptitudes into 30 sections of different graduate courses in counseling 

over four school years to ascertain student perception of enhancement of job preparation. 

Activities focused on four areas that research had indicated to offer benefit for student 

employment preparation: engagement in work-simulated skills practice, engagement in course 

group activities, participation in service-learning volunteerism, and student pro-activity. Many 

students were already working in the general field of study, such as schoolteachers pursuing a 

degree in school counseling. Student feedback indicated perceived benefit and efficacy toward 

preparation for desired post-degree jobs. Further study is indicated in this potential integration of 

study and work with expansion of study into multiple fields of study and into both undergraduate 

and graduate programs with multiple institutions and learning formats. 
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Study for Work: Strengthening the Connection 

A student most often goes to college with the positive idea that “this degree will get me 

this type of job.” Employment prospects vary for college graduates, however. For some, such as 

health care and insurance/risk-management, there may be more opportunities available than 

students seeking that work. In other areas, such as some liberal arts majors, students may not find 

a desired job upon completion of the undergraduate degree. In graduate school, some students 

may pursue a degree as something to do because they do not find employment or promise of an 

advanced salary or higher position with their current employer; thus, they use the degree for 

some improvement in the current job but still do not see the degree result in a new or better job. 

For these students, the opposite idea with which they started emerges: “This degree did not get 

me this job.” Rather, the degree was a mismatch for job type, or perhaps a mismatch for jobs in 

general. There are various reasons, of course, for why there might be variability with regard to 

employment outcome with a college degree. 

 Coates and Edwards (2010) examined trends in college graduate perceptions of the 

relevance of courses taken in their degree program to post-degree employment and continued 

learning pathways. Their study specifically addressed the state of perceptions 5 years out from 

graduation. One of the strongest perceptions was that positive employment outcome was directly 

related to student investment of cost, time, and effort into completion of the degree. Most 

respondents to this study indicated perceived positive relevance of degree to a bachelor’s degree 

field of study. However, the ratio of perceived relevance was considerably lower for efficacy of 

degree preparation for work. Coates and Edwards also noted that work readiness at the point of 

graduation does not well equate to desirable acculturation into their preferred career or 
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profession. This acculturation could be enhanced through “treatments” while students are in their 

programs of study. 

 Wertel (2015) indicated that employment outcomes are generally impacted by “regional 

differences, differences in the job market, and individual characteristics of students” (p. 33). The 

regional differences and differences in the job market may be outside the influence level of 

institutions, faculty, and students, but research indicates there are factors that can be used by 

these to enhance employment outcomes for students so that “this type of degree does result in 

this type of job.” 

Nunley et al. (2017) noted that a track record of underemployment for college graduates 

predicted 30% lower callback rates with employment than job applicants who were adequately 

employed at the time of application or who were unemployed. Nunley et al. also shared that 

employers tended to view underemployment with an applicant as symptomatic for possible lower 

productivity if hired. This study revealed that internship experience with degree programs 

significantly helped to offset a negative impact from underemployment. 

The employment state for college graduates is a concern internationally. Lim et al. (2008) 

noted that this concern was especially crucial with developing countries that depended greatly on 

feeding their economy through continual provision of an educated workforce. Lim et al. 

examined factors that contributed to the employment potential of college graduates. One of the 

important contributing factors was job mismatch. 

Monetary compensation has often been touted as a value that improves with attainment of 

a college education. Roksa and Levey (2010) also examined other markers of efficacy with post-

college employment. They specifically examined the relevance of work in a student’s major field 
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of study influenced work satisfaction and retention. Roksa and Levey noted that many college 

majors have not readily identifiable labor market match, such as majoring in liberal arts and 

general sciences. They stressed the value of accurate relationship between education offered and 

labor market demand.   

Literature Review 

The focus of this student is on preparation of graduate students in counseling for later 

work in counseling. Most of the current literature addresses college students in general. Thus, the 

review for this student was focused on theory and enhancement of student preparation. 

Theory 

Lim et al. (2008) discussed both job mismatch theory and job search theory as 

frameworks for unemployment. Job mismatch theory posed that skills that did not fit 

employment needs would cause unemployment. Job search theory poses that unemployment 

would be related to personal job seeker preferences and timing of job acquisition.  

Lee (2015) examined the specificity of training to job requirements with influence on in-

job behaviors as opposed to just general training to general job type. Lee noted that mismatch of 

training to job could result in diminished outcomes with desired behaviors and performance in 

the workplace, whether the mismatch was undertraining or overtraining. A key area of employee 

impact was in the psychological arena where an undertrained person could perceive injustice in 

being supported for optimal performance or for promotion. An example would be a classroom 

teacher who had no clue about classroom management of student behaviors. Overtrained persons 

may experience frustration or boredom at perceived limitations of their job or a sense of 
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deserving something better. An example would be a student with a graduate degree in social 

work who could only find a bachelor’s degree level position.  

Previous Results 

 St. Clair et al. (2017) explored the adaptation needed for doctoral students in career 

preparation for the non-traditional pathways from their programs that would be outside of 

academia. As institutions reinforced a traditional choice toward academia, students found that 

they had to independently frame preparation for a non-traditional choice versus relying on their 

program resources for adequate support. Several ways of student preparation were presented to 

enhance the efficacy of their non-traditional job search. Students could derive benefit from 

explicit resources or training. An example would be a doctoral student in counselor education 

who went through play therapy certification while in a degree program. Benefit was derived 

from alignment with a mentoring resource within the desired job arena. Finally, students 

indicated benefit from engagement in general career preparation entities such as credit or non-

credit career preparation courses and job fairs or networks. 

Demand with Limited Supply 

 In some areas of study, there seems to be consistent opportunity for employment for 

college graduates. These areas of study seemed to be specific vocation preparation, such as 

education, medicine, and law. Where a degree did not directly correlate to job type, the supply of 

students often exceeded the demand for hire in jobs. 

 Gorski (2015) indicated that insurance and risk management companies offer excellent 

pay and positions, but college programs are not graduating enough students with degree 
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preparation to meet this demand. Professors from various programs across the United States were 

said to note there were too many opportunities for their students.   

 Another example was mentioned in the Buffalo News (“ECC is right,” 2015). That area 

has experienced a shortage of nurses for many years. Lack of much opportunity to attain nursing 

education was cited as one of the major factors. A local community college addressed this issue 

in a win-win for both the college and area health care providers. The college consolidated its 

nursing program geographically near a major local medical campus. 

Supply with Limited Demand 

 Lim et al. (2008) found that the supply of students with non-vocational degrees, such as 

humanities or liberal arts, exceeded the demand of employment opportunities in available jobs. 

This outcome can lead the recent graduate from a bachelor’s program to choose to continue into 

graduate study just to have something to do. Lim et al. also noted that rather than providing 

assistance to match students to available jobs, institutions might be more receptive to facilitating 

retraining to improve student capacity for job acquisition. Examples of this facilitation could be 

increased leniency in acceptance of previous course work toward a new degree or development 

of specialization or certification programs that had more specific career focus. 

 Roksa and Levey (2010) provided occupational specificity from the National Center for 

Educational Statistics for several common college majors, with specificity relating to percentages 

of employment of student graduates in that field. The fields that saw the highest percentage of 

employed graduates were education and health. The fields that saw the lowest percentages of 

employed graduates were humanities, biological sciences, math, physical sciences, social 

sciences, and communication/journalism. Roksa and Levey (2010) noted that students who 
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proceeded to graduate school were most often those who were also in the fields of study with the 

lower occupational specificity. The researchers noted that “graduate degrees seemed to reinforce 

the patterns that were observed for undergraduate majors” (Roksa & Levey, 2010, p. 403).   

Enhancement of Student Preparation 

Various studies have supported the efficacy of integration of hands-on experience in 

classes that mirror future work experience. Examples are internships in the degree program, 

engagement in work-simulated skills practice or group activities in a course, service-learning 

projects in a course, volunteer work with discipline-related organizations, and use of action 

research in a course. Student preparation for employment was also enhanced through student 

personal pro-activity with job readiness, such as early planning and willingness to relocate. 

Internships. Degree programs in primary health care, mental-health care, and education 

have integrated student internships for a number of years. Nunley et al. (2017) indicated that 

internship experience had significant impact on job acquisition and retention of discipline-related 

employment. In their study, the authors found that those job applicants who had no internship 

experience were called back for additional applicant processing at a 31% lower rate than those 

applicants who did have internship experience. In addition to provision of student preparation 

enrichment, internships also offered employers additional workforce from interns. 

Engagement in Work-simulated Skills Practice. Two modalities that have provided 

work-simulated skills practice are problem-based learning and project-based learning. Problem-

based learning has been included as a motivation for student learning and also for improvised 

student degree preparation alignment with chosen career path. Siew and Mapeala (2017) 

described the positive effects of problem-based learning to be increased student perception of 
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task and learning value, increased student intrinsic goal-orientation, improvement in student self-

efficacy beliefs, and improvement in student self-motivation. These positive effects are all 

supportive of accurate degree and job match for college graduates. Examples in higher education 

include periodic time in P12 classrooms for students in teacher preparation programs, lab 

components in courses from biology to counseling, and cores of problem-based learning in some 

phases of veterinary education. 

Kumari and Nandal (2016) examined the efficacy of project-based learning in 

professional education through a Master of Business Administration (MBA) program. The 

researchers examined the effectiveness of project-based learning and found consensus among 

participants that they received enhancement with analytical, interpersonal, leadership, technical, 

and collaborative skills. A key insight shared by the authors was the need for students to 

“inculcate their abilities and skills in realistic working environments so that skills could be 

generated instead of mere theoretical knowledge” (Kumari & Nandal, 2016, p. 212). Finally, 

Kumari and Nandal noted accompanying benefits to employers through receipt of more 

competent new hires, which would in turn reduce training time and costs. 

Engagement in Course Group Activities. A natural component of problem-based 

learning is often group work among students. Siew and Mapeala (2017) found that student 

groups which used a common set of procedures for thinking also experienced improvements in 

“critical thinking, interpersonal skills, problem-solving, and learning” (p. 380). These skills 

translated well to the workplace with group work serving to enhance such desirable skills. Most 

work environments accomplish productivity through the efforts of groups. Konyu-Fogel et al. 

(2013) indicated that student work in groups enhanced capacity of students with independent 



   
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 53 

thinking, problem-solving skills, and other key skills desired by employers to promote effective 

work in teams on the job. Research seems to consistently emphasize the value that employers 

place on group skills and the ability to translate the theory of the academic classroom to practice 

in the work setting (Hamer & O’Keefe, 2013; Lou, 2004; Van der Putten & Vichit-Vadakan, 

2010).  

Service Learning and Volunteerism. Integration of either service learning and/or 

volunteerism have been shown to better prepare students for post-graduate employment than 

more traditional pedagogies of lecture or paper-writing. Both service learning and volunteerism 

enrich preparation as students learn by doing. Clayton (2009) indicated that service-learning adds 

the layer of insight gained from student reflection in three key areas: (a) reflection on self as 

change agent with the focus issue, (b) reflection on the relevance of the experience to what 

student is learning in the course, and (c) analysis of etiology of problem issues and how this will 

impact on student’s future career work.   

Student Pro-activity. Wertel (2015) shared information on college graduate employment 

per The Outcome Survey of 2014. This showed that 9% of students surveyed reported 

unemployment due to inability to find employment in the desired location for residence. Wertel 

also noted the value to students in starting a job search early, such as at least six months prior to 

graduation. Institutions of higher education can be proactive in provision of services to support 

students in early job search and development of desired employment skills such as work ethic, 

communication skills, and problem-solving capacity. Lim et al. (2008) indicated that English 

language proficiency influences factors of employment such as acquisition of employment as 

well as job constituents such as hours of work and wages. These authors also examined types of 
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degrees and employment outcome. Degrees categorized as vocational degrees (e.g., medicine 

and law) supported better employment outcome than did degrees with less clear vocational 

alignment such as the studies of humanities or liberal arts. Lim et al. also noted the value of 

proficiency in work skills such as capacity for effective communication.   

Work-Related Terminal Degrees. An emerging practice is the work-related doctorate. 

Costley and Lester (2012) discussed the efficacy of this practice for both the individual and the 

employing organizations. The four benefits that Costley and Lester (2012) identified were  

[a] widening access to higher education; [b] direct impact on the workplace of the 

investigation or project of the doctoral student; [c] effective personal and professional 

growth for the candidate; and [d] employer benefits through capitalization on the 

learner’s development. (p. 265) 

As noted earlier, St. Clair et al. (2017) reported a need for greater student preparation and 

support from doctoral degree programs when students had goals that fell outside the traditional 

pathways of academia. 

Methodology 

Description of Research Design 

Over four school years, a qualitative study was conducted in which projects and activities 

were integrated into 30 sections of different graduate courses in counseling to promote better 

connection of students to desired job components before completion of the degree. Study 

approval was obtained by the University of Office of Sponsored Programs, which serves as the 

Institutional Review Board for the University.  
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The majority of students were already working in the general field of study; for example, 

some were schoolteachers who were pursuing a degree in school counseling. This demographic 

was a result of faculty observation that many students obtained a graduate degree and either 

stayed in a job that did not require the degree or took several years to find a job match for the 

degree. Online courses averaged 20 students per course, and campus courses averaged 12 

students per course.  

Results 

While some students verbalized a desire to stay in current geographic locale, even if not 

finding and advanced skills job, there was also indication that courses perhaps focused more 

heavily on academic mastery of content than with practical application for the job field. 

Examples were heavy reliance on writing papers and providing article critiques. The focus of this 

research was to ascertain benefits of inclusion of more course components that would expose 

students to actual work in the “real world.” This research focused on the four areas indicated 

above by research: engagement in work-simulated skills practice, engagement in course group 

activities, participation in service-learning volunteerism, and student pro-activity. 

Engagement in Work-simulated Skills Practice 

The focus of some courses provide strong support for integration of work-simulated skills 

practice. One example is theories and techniques courses in which students learn constructs of 

various counseling theories with accompanying techniques per each theory. In this course, 

students indicate a real-life concern that they would feel comfortable talking about in a role-play 

scenario with a fellow student.  After instruction with theory techniques, students then role play 

using the technique as both the client role and the counselor role. Then at the end of the course, 
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an assessment is given in which course students are given random assignments of a scenario, the 

role of client or counselor, and a technique to demonstrate. This was rotated among students until 

all students had opportunity to demonstrate counselor and client roles in the assessment.  

While counseling skills are a demonstration of skills as interacted between people, some 

desired skills are more individualized such as creativity, organization, planning, and program 

development. An example in which this was integrated was an introduction to school counseling 

course, where students were required to develop a comprehensive school counseling program, 

such as they would be required to develop upon starting a job as a school counselor. This project 

required students to consult with practicing school counselors as well as research of professional 

guidance from professional standards, organizations, and published texts or journal articles. The 

course assignment then produced a product that students could take as a selling point when 

starting as a job search and interviewing for potential jobs. 

Engagement in Course Group Activities 

As much as work is done in groups within employment settings, group assignments in 

courses provided opportunity for students to grow in teamwork skills of communication and 

collaboration. Most courses included integration of group work for some facet of course focus. In 

the online learning modality, discussion forums are a common group learning experience in 

which students typically post a thread of discussion on the assigned topic for the forum and then 

students reply back and forth to each other regarding these threads. Similar assignments were 

given in campus classes with which students would divide into groups and discuss together a 

topic prompt from the instructor.   
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While students reported benefit and enjoyment of group discussion assignments, there 

was less enthusiasm for group work to develop a product together. These assignments typically 

revealed a diversity of student commitment to work required and diversity of timeliness in 

completion of “their part” of the group task. Both campus and online students seemed to prefer 

that their larger assignments be per individual effort so that they could control the results better.  

Service-learning and Volunteerism 

Three areas of course content were enriched through integration of service-

learning/volunteer projects as student assignments: counseling multicultural populations, 

counseling theories and techniques, and lifespan development and learning. The service-learning 

work in these areas are shown in Table 1. 

Student Pro-activity 

While there are many resources, such as websites and professional organizations, that 

offer information to students about potential employment to align with the training in the 

respective degree program, there is still a need for individual student effort toward effective 

preparation and self-advocacy in the search for employment that is accurately aligned with the 

training of the degree program. Most institutions do offer career counseling for the student body, 

and these have many helpful resources such as resume preparation and various interest 

inventories to help students increase more accurate awareness of their strengths and interests that 

could be carried into a job. Some courses provide content that could be framed as student pro-

activity in preparation for the eventual career. A course on professional orientation was a strong 

modality in which to encourage students in professional pro-activity through assignments that 

integrated that. Several assignments were designed toward these. Students compiled a resource 
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notebook that included resource information that students could use in a job on professional 

support such as profession organizations, personal self-care such as physical exercise resources, 

support resources for students and for families such as family emergency or social service 

resources, and support resources for ethics and legal guidance such as state department of 

education legal support or the local school district attorney’s contact information.   

Table 1 

Courses and Service-Learning Volunteer Projects 

Course Project Description of Project 
Counseling 
Multicultural 
Populations 

Cultural immersion 
project 

Students engaged in an experience with a 
culture other than their own, in which the 
student experienced slices of life of that culture 
over several weeks during the course, so as to 
obtain in-depth knowledge of life in that 
culture. 
 

Counseling 
Theories & 
Techniques 

Theoretical 
intervention with a 
volunteer regarding 
health promotion. 

Students worked with a volunteer within the 
framework of a selected theory to help assess 
current healthy lifestyle habits, plan goals and 
activities to strengthen those habits, conduct 
some planned activities, and evaluate how the 
activities helped to achieve their goals. 
 

Lifespan 
Development & 
Learning 

Development of a web-
site page on a current 
issue need for a certain 
life-span stage.   

Students interviewed stakeholders of a given 
life-span stage, such as students, parents, and 
teachers, on priority needs of that life-span 
stage. Students then developed a website to 
address a selected need area to include both 
static and interactive content to serve as a 
resource for stakeholders regarding that need. 
Students then asked their interviewees for 
feedback on the efficacy. 

 

One of the most beneficial student pro-activity assignments is to have students develop a 

professional plan from where they currently are to the point of qualification and job hire. In the 
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course on professional orientation, students had an assignment to develop such as plan. This plan 

included identification of requirements to attain professional certification or licensure and plan of 

how student would meet that; plan for any required practicum or internship; plan for professional 

networking such as national, state, local, and special interest groups that could give a student 

guidance, mentoring, and even information and connections for possible jobs in the field; and 

identification of sources of continuing education that they could use to maintain and renew a 

professional license once received. The final part of the plan was for students to include a 

professional statement of practice which would clarify for students, clients, and colleagues the 

services that would be provided, assurance of confidentiality, expectations of the person 

receiving counseling, and contact source of governing code of ethics as well as the office where 

the professional license was issued.  

Summary Results of Project 

Across the courses and sections in which employment skill and knowledge activities were 

integrated, student feedback in both assignment reflections, and end-of-course feedback 

indicated perceived efficacy of these assignments for career preparation and enhancement of 

those job skill and aptitude areas. A few examples of student feedback follow: 

• I was able to learn things about myself and was asked to think about what I was 

learning and how I could apply it to my professional and personal life. 

• All the information is vital to my career choice and gave insight and background to 

counseling techniques I was unfamiliar with. 
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• This experience reminded me that while I may only be working as a school counselor 

at one school, my daily impact on students and their families may result in years of 

support in the future. 

• Initially, I thought my research would just provide me with more information on 

knowledge I already acquired. I was thrilled to not only strengthen my previous 

knowledge but to gain more. 

• This alters my future by giving me an even more positive outlook on shaping my 

future children and being a strong system of support and motivation for my age group 

and others. 

Student feedback and professor observation indicated benefit and efficacy for student 

preparation in finding desirable employment match upon completion of their course of study. 

This benefit and efficacy extended to institutions as enhanced preparation for employment 

increased marketing success and to prospective employers as their pool for potential employees 

grew. The benefit for both students and the institution also served as an investment in continuing 

service in the profession of counseling and the global community. 

Conclusion 

Previous research has indicated challenges for students, both undergraduate and graduate, 

to find employment that matches their academic preparation. Previous research as also indicated 

challenges for employers in finding sufficient qualified new hires for existing job vacancies.  

This study focused on minimizing the mismatch for both students and employers through 

integration of relevant job skills and aptitudes into course assignments. Results from student 
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feedback and professor observation indicated that this integration does offer benefit and efficacy 

to students, institutions, and employers. 

This study was conducted in one degree program at one university. Continuing 

examination of such integration into courses is still needed with multiple academic programs of 

study, multiple geographic locales, and multiple types of institutions of higher education. This 

further research should also integrate long-term assessment of efficacy, such as follow-up 

assessment by students and employers at selected periods of time after degree is completed and 

student has worked in the field, such as 1 year and 5 years out. 

To return to the beginning of this discussion, students too often see the idea that “this 

degree did not get me this job” proven. With integration of desirable employment activities as 

course activities, this outcome can change. Students can begin to see their positive idea that “this 

degree will get me this type of job” come to fruition. 
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Abstract 

Play therapy is a developmentally appropriate approach to counseling that allows children to use 

a variety of toys and materials to express themselves. The purpose of this paper is to present a 

range of research-based strategies from play therapy that educators can incorporate in young 

children’s play to support their social and emotional learning and decrease their use of aggressive 

behaviors. Identifying interventions to support children with challenging externalizing behaviors 

(e.g., aggression, disruption) is paramount as these behaviors interfere with classroom contexts 

and student social development. Class-wide practices that address classroom climate are an 

important intervention point, and play-based interventions may serve as proactive methods prior 

to the need for more intensive or intrusive intervention. These strategies are presented generally 

but can be used with the whole class, small groups, or individually with students. We end the 

article with a case study illustration. 
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Would You Like to Play? Using Strategies from Play Therapy to Support  

Young Children with Aggression 

Introduction: Classroom Case Example 

DeShawn is a 6-year-old African-American male who lives with his mother and 2-year-

old brother. He is a kindergartener in Ms. Kimbel’s classroom at Wilson Elementary. Recently, 

Deshawn has demonstrated a high frequency of disruptive behaviors (e.g., throwing toys, yelling, 

rough play, taking toys from peers, and threatening peers) in school and in his after-school 

daycare program, but not at home. DeShawn’s mother and father live in separate homes as they 

are in process of divorcing. Due to DeShawn’s behavior, his mother has referred him for play 

therapy. The therapist has been in touch with Ms. Kimbel to collect initial baseline data and 

conduct observations of DeShawn’s behavior in the classroom. Ms. Kimbel, a first-year teacher, 

is happy that DeShawn is receiving therapy and wonders what she can do on a day-to-day basis 

in the classroom to support his progress in learning appropriate ways to express his anger and 

frustration. Knowing that play therapy seems to be working well for Deshawn, Ms. Kimbel is 

interested in exploring ways that she can include social-emotional learning concepts during play 

in her classroom to support Deshawn and her other students who engage in intense or frequent 

aggressive behavior. 

Ms. Kimbel’s situation is not unique. As a new teacher with less than 5 years’ experience 

in the classroom, she faces many stressors and is at risk for burnout associated with early career 

(1-3 years) teachers (Gavish & Friedman, 2010). Among the stressors presented by these 

teachers is challenging behavior, such as aggression, presented by their students (Alter et al., 

2013). Identifying interventions to support children with challenging externalizing behaviors 
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(e.g., aggression, disruption) is paramount as these behaviors interfere with classroom contexts 

and student social development (Alter et al., 2013). Class-wide practices that address classroom 

climate are an important intervention point, and play-based interventions may serve as proactive 

methods prior to the need for more intensive or intrusive intervention (Dunlap et al., 2013).  

Traditionally, teachers receive training on classroom and behavior management 

techniques, but most therapeutic interventions are delivered by school counselors. Given the 

shifting dynamics in the classroom, very often teachers must handle manifestations of behaviors 

using therapeutic techniques. Teachers can take a range of meaningful steps to address 

aggressive behavior both universally and individually for children. The purpose of this paper is 

to present a range of research-based strategies from play therapy that educators can incorporate 

in young children’s play to support their social and emotional learning and decrease their use of 

aggressive behaviors. These strategies are presented generally but can be used with the whole 

class, small groups, or individually with students. We end the article with a case study 

illustration. 

Aggression 

According to the American Psychological Association (n.d.), “Anger is an emotion 

characterized by antagonism toward someone or something you feel has done you wrong” (para. 

1). Sukhodolsky et al. (2016) expanded this definition to include the physiological arousal 

symptoms of anger that can lead to an increased predisposition toward aggressive behavior. This 

aggressive behavior includes acts against others ranging from verbal harassment and intimidation 

to physical violence (Barnes et al., 2014; T. Davis & Gere, 2018). Though anger is a common 

mood state when a person has perceived some wrongdoing, for some, it can be triggered by 
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minor irritations, frustrations, or self-provocation (Sukhodolsky et al., 2016). Like anger, the 

aggressive response associated with anger is expected in young children as they negotiate 

developmental milestones. Aggressive behavior, however, is characterized as a serious concern 

when the frequency, duration, and intensity consistently stands out in comparison to peers of 

similar age and developmental level, as noted by the American Academy of Child and 

Adolescent Psychiatry (2011). 

Burgeoning literature points to the detrimental nature of aggression. According to the 

social information processing model (Dodge, 2014), children who possess deficits in information 

processing may use aggressive behavior as a method for confronting daily problems. These 

deficits in processing lead children to misinterpret social and emotional cues and to respond with 

aggressive behavioral responses which impede social integration and self-regulatory skills 

(Dodge et al., 2006; Sukhodolsky et al., 2016). Thus, identifying interventions that address 

deficits in information processing while also attending to the developmental needs of children is 

necessary for supporting successful school and behavioral adjustment for young children who 

exhibit aggressive behaviors. 

Play as an Intervention for Aggressive Behavior 

Play therapy has long informed developmental interventions and has been shown to have 

therapeutic efficacy with children ages 3 through 12 (Guterman & Martin, 2016; Schaefer & 

Cangelosi, 2016; Webster-Stratton, 2016). These interventions can be delivered as a primary 

intervention or as a collateral therapy for children with externalizing disorders, developmental 

disorders, and those with academic and social-emotional concerns including life stressors, as 

noted by the Association for Play Therapy (APT, n.d.). Among the forms of play that are 
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incorporated in play therapy are sand-play activities, puppetry, art, drawing, storytelling, and 

fantasy play, and this play can occur in group or individual settings (Bratton & Ray, 2000; 

Kottman, 1994; Kottman & Meany-Walen, 2016). 

Benefits of Play 

Engagement in play supports many aspects of well-being for children (Carrero et al., 

2014; Goldstein, 2012; Hoffmann & Russ, 2012). Play is important for healthy brain 

development as play provides opportunities to use creativity while also increasing attention span, 

thinking, and problem-solving skills (Ginsburg, 2007; Goldstein, 2012). Researchers such as 

Diamond and Lee (2011) have found that play can aid in executive function development in 

children and can support the development of imagination. Moreover, engaging in play supports 

physical development by increasing dexterity, physical strength, and providing opportunity for 

increased physical activity which offers a resolution to challenges with obesity (Ginsburg, 2007). 

In addition to these benefits, much work has shown the benefits of play for emotional and social 

development. 

Play supports emotional development of children by reducing fear and anxiety and 

increasing children’s emotional openness, resilience, and adaptability (Galyer & Evans, 2001; 

Meany-Walen et al., 2014). Play provides opportunities for emotional healing when the child 

engages in activities such as role-play (Goldstein, 2012). Moreover, Hoffmann and Russ (2012) 

asserted that pretend play gives the opportunity for children to act out emotional experiences and 

build on their emotion regulation. 

Socially, play is a way to improve nonverbal social skills, model relationships based on 

inclusion, and increase children’s empathy and compassion (Goldstein, 2012). While engaging in 
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play, children negotiate with their peers to agree on a direction of play as well as the rules of play 

(Hoffmann & Russ, 2012). They learn to work in groups, share, negotiate, resolve conflicts, and 

learn self-advocacy skills (Ginsburg, 2007). The social-emotional benefits of play make it an 

ideal intervention for students with aggressive behavior. Moreover, play therapy is widely used 

to treat emotional and behavioral challenges like aggression because of its responsiveness to 

children’s unique and varied developmental needs (Bratton et al., 2005).   

What is Play Therapy? 

Unlike adults, children have less experience finding words to express their thoughts and 

feelings. Moreover, according to social information processing, a theory about linking cognitive 

processes to behavioral responses in social interaction (Crick & Dodge, 1994), children who 

engage in aggressive behaviors may not be skilled in using more appropriate methods of 

expressing emotion such as communication (Dodge, 2014). Play therapy can serve as an 

important medium for helping children communicate (McMahon, 2012). That is, play has been 

characterized as the language of children, while toys have been likened to the words of children 

(Axline, 1969; Kottman, 2011; Landreth, 2012). The process of delivering play-based 

interventions is an expressive technique with a powerfully cathartic effect. Play therapy employs 

various techniques designed to help children prevent or resolve psychosocial difficulties (APT, 

n.d.; Kottman, 2011; Landreth, 2012). Many of these techniques are accessible and appropriate 

for teachers to incorporate in their classroom instruction to support children with aggressive 

behaviors. In fact, teachers may already be incorporating some of these techniques such as sand 

play, puppetry, art, storytelling, and fantasy play in their teaching practice. Below we discuss 



   
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 72 

several of these techniques along with suggestions on how teachers can incorporate these 

techniques to support children with aggression in their classroom. 

Incorporating Play Therapy Strategies to Support Aggressive Children 

Sand Play 

 Sand play allows children to explore issues and their world view using specific 

materials and provides a nonverbal medium of communication (Carmichael, 2006). The 

therapeutic practice of sand play is based on ideas from Carl Jung’s analytic psychology and was 

first developed by Kalff (2003) after studying with Carl Jung. The technique uses materials such 

as sand and various types and colors of sand trays, miniatures, toys, people, and characters to 

depict the child’s current view of their world. This technique fosters a creative atmosphere for 

the child to explore tangible representations thru pictures consisting of people, things, and ideas 

(Davis & Periera, 2013). Sand play in classroom settings has been effective in increasing verbal 

expression, positive social interaction, and creative play in children (Lu et al., 2010).  

Most of the research on sand play in schools include perspectives from art therapists and 

mental health practitioners (Lu et al., 2010; Rousseau et al., 2009). We, therefore, caution 

teachers against using sand play or any of the strategies presented in this paper independently to 

treat mental health concerns. We do, however, encourage teachers to use sand play and other 

presented strategies to provide a creative means for students with aggression to communicate 

their emotions and to provide an opportunity to depict alternate means of handling social 

situations. Ways to use sand play to support in decreasing student aggression include adding 

food coloring to sand to depict various emotions, providing opportunities for children to practice 

working appropriately with peers to create sand scenes, and providing opportunities for free-play 
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with sand as a means of getting time away from overwhelming or aggression-provoking 

situations when needed. 

Sand play can be an independent or partner activity for children. Teachers may choose to 

initiate play around a certain theme or may provide opportunities for free play with sand themes 

related to the child’s everyday life that are easy for the child to connect with. When 

incorporating people and characters, it is important to account for the diversity of children in the 

classroom. Researchers like Rousseau et al. (2009) have found that a lack of multicultural 

figurines limits children’s ability to create society scenes that are representative of their cultural 

backgrounds to fully express their story. Teachers can also use sand play to provide opportunities 

to work closely with students with aggression and learn more about them by asking them to share 

what they have created and provide information on why they created a scene. It may also provide 

an opportunity to support peer interactions and communication through partnering with peers or 

sharing information about their scene with the larger class. 

Puppetry 

The use of puppets can be effective in teaching social and emotional competencies to 

children (Daunic et al., 2013; Fox & Lentini, 2006; Joseph & Strain, 2003). Puppets can serve as 

a tool that can allow children to project and try out new expressions of emotions and ideas 

(Carter & Mason, 1998; Henderson & Thompson, 2011). Puppets allow countless opportunities 

for externalization of difficult feelings, thoughts, or experiences in anonymity and safety. 

Moreover, puppets can be used to teach problem solving and appropriate social interactions 

(Daunic et al., 2013; Fox & Lentini, 2006; Knell, 2010). In several studies, teachers have been 

successful in using puppets to examine children’s social emotional competence and to teach 
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social emotional concepts to children with challenging behaviors including aggression (Daunic et 

al., 2013; Denham et al., 2014; Denham & Brown, 2010; Joseph & Strain, 2003). 

There are several ways that puppets can be incorporated into social emotional learning 

instruction in the classroom. One way is to use puppets to introduce and demonstrate social 

emotional skills such as how to make a friend or how to tell friends when something that they are 

doing is bothering you. Puppets can also be used to demonstrate common situations that children 

may face such as missing a caregiver when they go to work, or being very excited about an 

upcoming event, and provide an opportunity to discuss the emotions that children may feel in 

these situations. Puppets can also be used to demonstrate a social problem after which the teacher 

can work with students to come up with potential ways to fix the problem and discuss the 

consequences of each choice to determine which may be the best solution for the presented 

social problem. 

Art and Drawing 

There has been much research on the cognitive, social, and emotional benefits of 

engagement in art activities for children (e.g., Boyes & Reid, 2005). This research suggests that 

participation in art activities supports children’s academic achievement, cognitive development, 

self-esteem, emotional expression, and social growth (Boyes & Reid, 2005; Grytting, 2000; 

Kontos, 1999). Within play therapy, using paints, drawings, and other art techniques represent a 

method of communication for children; Adults can use art as a segue to extend dialogue with a 

child while allowing the child to use their art as symbols for emotions that they may not be able 

to verbally express (Case & Dalley, 2014; E. Davis & Periera, 2013; Henderson & Thompson, 

2011).  
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Using art as a play-based intervention allows children to experience a feeling of 

satisfaction because there is no correct way to draw, color, or paint (Landreth, 2012). Within the 

classroom, teachers can incorporate art strategies from play therapy to support students with 

aggression by allowing children who have trouble expressing their emotions verbally and those 

who have challenges with emotion regulation to use art to express and learn strategies to regulate 

their emotions. Specifically, teachers can ask students to create artwork that symbolizes emotion-

filled experiences in their life (e.g., a time when they were disappointed or a time when they 

were excited).  

While engaging in art projects, teachers can check in with students individually to talk 

more about emotions and to help them in labeling the emotions expressed in their artwork. 

Teachers can also use these discussions as an opportunity to problem solve with students about 

effective ways to deal with emotions. Prior to incorporating these strategies, expectations for the 

use of art supplies and acceptable behavior in art play should be presented by the teacher 

(Alavinezhad et al., 2014). 

Narrative/Storytelling 

Storytelling provides a means for children to discuss or retell experiences that are linked 

to a range of emotions (Carmichael, 2006; Wheeler & Dillman Taylor, 2016). In narrative play 

therapy, the therapist assists the child with developing a personalized narrative that combines 

play and narrative techniques as a means of discussing emotionally painful experiences. During 

storytelling or narrative play therapy, the goals are to assist the child with creating a process in 

which they transform the meaning attached to their experiences by creating stories through play 

(Anderson & Wallace, 2015; Landreth, 2012). While the child is the author of his or her story, 
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the therapist functions as a facilitator by asking questions to flesh out the plot, or expression of 

the story (de Faoite, 2011). The themes observed from the child’s play serve as initial starting 

points for the development of the narratives (de Faoite, 2011). 

Within the classroom, teachers can use storytelling and narrative play to support students 

with aggressive behavior by using this approach to teach emotion vocabulary, social skills, and 

social problem solving (Daunic et al., 2013; Doyle & Bramwell, 2006; Gut & Safran, 2002). 

Teachers may choose storybooks that focus on specific social-emotional concepts or look for 

ways to incorporate social-emotional instruction in the storybooks that they are already reading 

as part of their English Language Arts curricula. As teachers review stories with students, they 

may ask questions like, “How do you think the character feels?” They can then direct students to 

note the character’s facial expressions, body language, what the character says and how they say 

it, and the story details that provide clues into how the story character is feeling. Teachers can 

use similar methods to teach social skills or to teach steps for social problem solving. For 

example, the teacher may choose a book on how to initiate play for children who are having 

trouble with this social skill or the teacher may read a book in which the character has to make 

choices and face consequences to introduce the concept of choices and consequences in social 

problem solving. 

Fantasy Play 

Using metaphors in play therapy is based on the early ideas of Jung regarding use of 

symbols. Symbols and metaphors can be effectively utilized to facilitate healing as well as trust-

building (Carmichael, 2006; O'Connor et al., 2015; Stauffer, 2021). In his book Using 

Superheroes in Counseling & Play Therapy, L. C. Rubin (2007) asserted that there is a level of 
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magnetism related to children and super-hero fantasy play or the use of superheroes as a 

metaphor leading to this technique as efficacious with children and adults. Moreover, the goal of 

fantasy play in therapy is to allow children to work on and resolve past traumas while dealing 

with current issues and struggles. Fantasy play facilitates a purgative atmosphere for the child to 

relate their thoughts and beliefs about the way they would like for things to work out for them 

(Landreth, 2012; L. C. Rubin, 2007). 

Within the classroom setting, teachers can incorporate fantasy play as part of social-

emotional learning for aggressive students by using pretend or role play. Pretend play or 

symbolic play offers the child the opportunity to express thoughts and emotions in a safe 

environment in which they might not have considered previously. Moreover, role plays allow for 

the development of perspective taking of others in addition to development of empathy when 

children investigate the roles of others through dress up and trying on roles (i.e., superhero, 

doctor, police office, or teacher). Examples of when role-play and pretend play may be helpful 

are when a child has trouble addressing conflict using nonaggressive strategies or the child has 

trouble regulating their anger when they feel unfairly treated. If pretend play is already a part of 

the classroom curriculum, the teacher may provide opportunities for students to discuss 

interpersonal or intrapersonal conflicts that arise as part of the play and provide opportunities to 

act out and discuss possible solutions to the conflict. The teacher may create role-plays based on 

social-emotional competencies that he or she wants to target for the aggressive child, or the 

teacher may choose to use role-plays from pre-packaged social-emotional curricula. 
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Generalization of Skills Acquired in Play 

The incorporation of social and emotional skills as part of play supports the 

generalization of these skills because they are provided to students in natural environments and 

allow the child to practice skill use in the classroom with their peers. To support the 

generalization of skills, teachers can provide opportunities for children to use skills both in 

structured and unstructured activities and can provide reminders to students as needed to use the 

skills presented by the teacher. Similarly, the teacher may also use examples from classroom and 

home experiences of students to first introduce and teach skills, so students see how skills are 

linked to their day-to-day life. 

Including peers and families in teaching social-emotional skills can also support 

generalization (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2007). The play strategies presented above allow the 

teacher to incorporate the entire class in the social emotional learning experience instead of 

focusing on only children who exhibit aggressive behavior. Teaching and reinforcing strategies 

with the entire classroom can support these strategies becoming commonplace in the classroom 

setting. Including parents in instruction and reinforcement of skills can expand use of the 

presented skills to the home setting. Below we present a short case study of how Ms. Kimbel 

used the strategies described in this paper to support DeShawn in her classroom. 

Classroom Case Example 

From the beginning of the school year, Ms. Kimbel set a goal to establish positive 

student-teacher relationships with all her students. Since Deshawn began exhibiting aggressive 

behaviors, Ms. Kimbel has worked one-on-one with Deshawn to demonstrate a safe, warm, and 

accepting environment to safeguard against developing a negative student-teacher relationship 
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with him (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Creating a safe environment allows the child to freely 

express thoughts, feelings, impulses, and frustrations. Another goal was to understand the pattern 

of Deshawn’s behaviors and to observe his play themes and to set general boundaries for his 

behaviors for the classroom (Case & Dalley, 2014; Landreth, 2012; K. H. Rubin & Pepler, 

2013). 

Ms. Kimbel started collecting a reflective journal of her interactions with DeShawn to 

help in noticing patterns in his behavior and received permission from DeShawn’s parents to 

partner with DeShawn’s play therapist to share her notes and get advice on strategies to 

implement in the classroom.  The therapist noted that DeShawn often chose drawing as a 

preferred activity during therapy and so Ms. Kimbel decided to provide DeShawn a notebook 

that he could access when he needed a quiet activity to engage in to support this emotion 

regulation after she provided him with some instruction around emotion regulation. 

As a first step in teaching about emotion regulation, Ms. Kimbel shared a story with the 

entire class that presented “cool down” strategies for when you feel anger. As part of the story, 

Ms. Kimbel discussed how anger felt for each of the students to help DeShawn identify when he 

felt anger. She asked all students to create a picture of how anger feels for them and spent some 

time talking one-on-one with DeShawn to help him clarify how his body felt and what thoughts 

were in his mind when he was angry to help him in identifying his anger early. She then 

discussed common scenarios in the classroom during which he displayed aggression and asked 

him questions to learn why he felt angry during those situations. Later in the week, during a 

small group activity, Ms. Kimbel provided students with classroom scenarios that could result in 

anger. She added some scenarios that she had discussed earlier in the week with DeShawn.  The 
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goal of the lesson was to teach students about choices and consequences and to teach students 

about taking time to “stop and think” before acting when in an anger provoking situation.   

Ms. Kimbel then met with DeShawn briefly about possibly using a notebook to draw in 

when he felt angry instead of yelling or hitting his peers. She discussed rules around when he 

could access the notebook and appropriate ways to use the art material. She then did a short role-

play with him to show him how to appropriately use the notebook. Over the next several weeks, 

Ms. Kimbel attempted to remind DeShawn about using his notebook when he felt angry and 

when possible, prompted him to use the notebook when she noticed he had engaged in an anger 

provoking situation. She continued to check in with DeShawn’s parents and his therapist to 

continue supporting DeShawn in decreasing his aggressive behavior. 

Conclusion 

The case example provides an illustration of how play-based techniques can be 

incorporated in classroom instruction to decrease aggression and improve prosocial behaviors in 

the classroom. Given the need for interventions designed to address the social-emotional needs 

of children, incorporating strategies from expressive therapies can help children find a voice. 

Moreover, play-based interventions have been shown to be efficacious and thus teachers can 

learn valuable information to support children through play (Schaefer & Cangelosi, 2016; Taylor 

& Bratton, 2014; Webster-Stratton, 2016). Play is a natural part of the developmental process 

and includes immeasurable developmental processes such as cognitive, socioemotional, 

neurobiological processes that can be valuable when developing empirically-based interventions 

to support aggressive students in classroom settings (Bratton et al., 2013; Erikson, 1963; Wheeler 

& Taylor, 2016). 
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Abstract 

Professional advocacy is essential in the counseling profession. Using quantitative and 

qualitative data, this study investigated outcomes of a one-day statewide Chi Sigma Iota 

chapter meeting focused on professional advocacy. Findings showed that while a single 

advocacy training was not effective in significantly increasing participants’ advocacy 

competency, it did contribute to increased levels of competency and enhanced knowledge, 

attitudes, and motivation related to engaging in professional advocacy according to participants’ 

reports. Analysis of focus group data resulted in five themes that describe how the training 

influenced participants: (a) professional advocacy knowledge gained, (b) change in attitude 

towards professional advocacy, (c) motivation to take action, (d) professional advocacy training 

needs, and (e) barriers to professional advocacy development. Suggestions for future research 

and advocacy trainings are discussed.  

  

Keywords: professional advocacy, advocacy competence, advocacy training, counselor education 
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Outcomes of a Statewide Professional Advocacy Event 

 In an interview, Thomas J. Sweeney emphasized the importance of counselors being 

competent advocates for the counseling profession in order to facilitate access to services and 

other social justice concerns for clients and their communities (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015). 

Sweeney (2012) contended that professional advocacy “involves knowledge, skills, and 

competencies to advance the profession through deliberate, thoughtful actions that inform and 

influence others to support professional counselors because of the benefits their services bring to 

individuals, groups, and institutions” (p. 81). Within the past decade, the counseling profession 

has made progress in setting the stage for professional counselors to engage in advocacy for the 

counseling profession. For instance, using a consensus model, Kaplan and Gladding (2011) 

described seven issues in need of attention for the counseling profession, three of which were 

tied to professional advocacy: (a) strengthening identity, (b) presenting ourselves as one 

profession, and (c) improving public perception/recognition and advocating for professional 

issues (p. 369). Further, capturing the notion of unifying the profession, Kaplan et al. (2014) used 

the Delphi method to develop the following definition of counseling: “Counseling is a 

professional relationship that empowers diverse individuals, families, and groups to accomplish 

mental health, wellness, education, and career goals” (p. 366). This definition should be used in 

various arenas of professional advocacy, including in legislation and public arenas. 

 Despite these strides to encourage professional advocacy, obstacles can prevent 

counselors from engaging in this essential work. Common barriers include insufficient resources 

including financial means, lack of collaboration, lack of education and training on advocacy, 

insufficient time to engage in advocacy, lack of awareness of the issues that need advocacy, and 
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a lack of leadership (Myers & Sweeney, 2004). A survey of professional counseling association 

leaders found that 96% considered advocacy to be a moderate or high area of need for the 

profession, and yet they reported that a coordinated effort to have dialogue about professional 

advocacy, to develop advocacy policy statements, and to develop coalitions to support advocacy 

for the counseling profession was lacking (Myers & Sweeney, 2004). According to Myers and 

Sweeney (2012), Mobley and Myers attempted to replicate this survey in 2010; however, they 

did not receive sufficient responses to conduct analysis. The dearth of data surrounding trends in 

counselor professional advocacy and the lack of attention paid to this issue by counselor 

educators is concerning.  

Training in Professional Advocacy 

Training in professional advocacy is a means to provide counselors with the confidence 

and skills needed to step outside their offices and take action related to professional advocacy. 

Sweeney emphasized the importance of understanding and supporting counselors on advocacy 

concerns that affect their clients and the profession (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015). A study 

conducted by Decker (2013) found a correlation between social advocacy trainings and advocacy 

competency among student counselors and counselor educators, further suggesting advocacy 

trainings increase the likelihood that counselors will advocate on a societal level.  Findings from 

this study are consistent with those of an earlier study conducted by Miller et al. (2009), who 

found that creating an interest in advocacy work led to an increased commitment to future 

advocacy actions. These studies suggest advocacy education can increase counselors’ advocacy 

competencies which encourage advocacy action.  
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Concerning strategies used to engage in effective advocacy, Sweeney stated “counselors 

need tools to be competent professional advocates” (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015, p. 117) and 

that counselors must establish a collaborative and sustained efforts in the area of professional 

advocacy. Education and training specific to advocacy is needed to provide counselors with these 

tools and to prepare counselors to fulfill the role of a professional advocate. Such training should 

provide participants with an opportunity to learn and apply an advocacy model. For instance, 

Chang (2012) reviewed several models relevant to professional counseling, including the Erikson 

model (Eriksen, 1997), the three-tier model of advocacy (Chang et al., 2009), and the TRAINER 

model (Hof et al., 2009). The training involved in the current study described the Erikson model, 

in which counselors apply the following seven steps: (a) develop a solid professional identity, (b) 

identify the problem, (c) assess available resources, (d) engage in strategic planning, (e) train 

others to be advocates, (f) implement plan of action, and (g) celebrate accomplishments.  

Counselor Education 

Knowledge and skills related to advocacy are considered a standard in curriculum for 

master’s level counseling students, as well as for doctoral students enrolled in programs 

accredited by the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Education Programs 

(CACREP, 2016). Although accreditation standards promote advocacy education in training 

programs, counselor educators have reported a need for advocacy education to be more present 

in counselor preparation curriculum (Hill et al., 2012; Reiner et al., 2013). Various methods used 

to facilitate the development of advocacy skills in counselor education have been described in 

the literature, including service learning (e.g., Hill et al., 2012; Murray et al., 2010) and in 

supervision (Chang et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). Hill et al. (2012) called for counselor 
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preparation programs to include advocacy training in four areas, including client/student, 

community/school, sociopolitical, and professional. They also noted counselor educators have 

the responsibility to include experiential, reflective, and community-based assignments to 

encourage students to gain awareness of the need for advocacy and the knowledge to engage in 

advocacy action. 

Advocacy Training Outside the Classroom 

In addition to providing advocacy education to students in counselor education 

programs, such training should also occur with professional counselors and educators. 

According to Sweeney, efforts to promote counselors’ understanding of the issues needing 

advocacy and attaining tools to engage in advocacy can occur through advocacy conferences, 

professional advocacy keynote speakers, journals dedicated to advocacy issues, and specific 

ACA-endorsed materials used in advocacy trainings (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015).  

Despite literature promoting education and emphasizing the need for further discussion 

and action surrounding professional advocacy, there is a need for additional research studies 

that evaluate various methods used to address these needs. Meanwhile, threats to our 

profession persist, including (but not limited to) issues such as third-party payer 

acknowledgement, reimbursement rates, government funding for counseling services, and 

state bills that pose conflicts with the American Counseling Association’s Code of Ethics 

(2014) and the core values and principles of our profession. The purpose of the current study 

was to assess the impact of a single statewide CSI meeting focused on professional advocacy. 

Through this study, we sought to inform advocacy education practices that occur beyond the 

classroom, as well as contribute to this important discussion. 
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Method 

This study investigated the outcomes of a statewide Chi Sigma Iota (CSI) chapter 

meeting focused on training in professional advocacy. Quantitative and qualitative data were 

collected to investigate the outcomes of the meeting. In the quantitative component of the study, 

we asked the following research questions: (a) Does a one-day meeting focused on professional 

advocacy enhance advocacy competence among counselors? If so, to what extent? and (b) To 

what extent are counselors prepared to engage in professional advocacy before and after 

training? Through qualitative inquiry, we sought to investigate the following research questions: 

(a) How do CSI members describe their experiences of the one-day statewide CSI meeting 

focused on professional advocacy? and (b) How did these experiences influence their thoughts, 

opinions, motivations, and actions related to professional advocacy?  

Statewide Meeting 

CSI members in Alabama were invited to attend a statewide chapter meeting with a focus 

on professional advocacy. Intended outcomes of the 6-hour meeting included the following: 

Attendees will (a) increase awareness of the need for professional advocacy, (b) enhance 

advocacy competency, and (c) develop action plans for professional advocacy. The meeting 

consisted of an introduction session on foundational information, followed by three 60-minute 

educational sessions presented by counselor educators with expertise in professional advocacy. 

The meeting also included a 30-minute poster session in which CSI members presented on issues 

related to their advocacy work or of their chapters. Finally, 90 minutes were allotted for 

attendees to form small groups to develop plans to engage in professional advocacy. During this 
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time, groups were asked to complete an “Advocacy Plan” worksheet which included specific 

advocacy actions, steps required, resources needed, anticipated outcomes/goals, and a timeline.  

Procedures 

Both the quantitative and qualitative components of this study were approved by the 

researchers’ Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects. To collect quantitative data, pretest 

surveys were distributed via email and onsite at the statewide meeting. Posttest surveys were 

distributed via email. Data were collected anonymously and pre and post-tests were linked by 

participants using a unique code that was not associated with their identity. Of the 61 registrants 

for the statewide meeting (excluding the research team), 29 attendees voluntarily completed a 

pretest and 11 completed the posttest within two weeks of the training for a response rate of 

approximately 47.5% and 18%, respectively. Eight (13.1%) participants completed both the pre 

and posttests.  

A focus group was used as a primary method of data collection to gather qualitative data 

from participants regarding their direct and mutual experiences. Attendees of the statewide 

meeting received invitations to participate in focus groups. Seven months following the 

statewide meeting, one focus group consisting of six participants was conducted by the second 

and third authors. Given that professional advocacy actions can take time to develop and 

implement, we chose to have the focus group at least six months after the training so that the 

participants could reflect on and speak to how the training influenced their thoughts, opinions, 

motivations, and actions related to professional advocacy. The focus group took place at the state 

counseling association conference and lasted approximately one hour.  
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Instrumentation  

The quantitative component of this study utilized the Advocacy Competencies Self-

Assessment Survey (ACSA; Ratts & Ford, 2010). The ACSA is a self-report measure of the 

participant’s competence and effectiveness as a social change agent and includes six subscales: 

Client Empowerment, Community Collaboration, Public Information, Client Advocacy, Systems 

Advocacy, and Social/Political Advocacy. An error in inputting the instrument resulted in Item 

30, which was part of the Social/Political subscale, not being included in the survey that was 

distributed to participants. The instrument involves combining subscales for a total score, which 

can be used to assess where a participant falls on the “Advocacy Rating Scale.” We adjusted this 

scale to account for the missing item.  

The instrument states that scores of 100-120 (adjusted to 96-116) indicate the participant 

is moving toward “becoming a strong and effective social change agent” (Ratts & Ford, 2010, p. 

25). Scores of 70-99 (adjusted to 66-95) indicate the participant needs “to do more work” to 

develop advocacy competence. Finally, scores of 69 (adjusted to 65) and below suggest targeted 

training if low scores were earned in specific advocacy domains, studying feminist theory and 

multicultural counseling, or reconsidering commitment to being an advocate (Ratts & Ford, 

2010). A demographic questionnaire was used to collect information about participants who 

completed the pre/posttest and participants in the focus group.  

A semi-structured interview protocol was used in the focus group which consisted of 11 

questions. Sample questions included in the focus group interview protocol included (a) How 

would you describe your experience of the CSI statewide meeting focused on professional 

advocacy? (b) How has your knowledge of professional advocacy changed as a result of the CSI 
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training event? (c) What did you find beneficial about the CSI statewide event focused on 

professional advocacy? (d) How could the CSI event focused on professional advocacy be 

improved? (e) How have your thoughts or opinions changed about professional advocacy as a 

result of attending the CSI training event? and (f) What barriers exist to prevent you from 

following through with your professional advocacy plan? The focus group interview was audio 

recorded and transcribed in full for analysis. 

Participants 

Participants were CSI members in Alabama who attended a statewide meeting on 

professional advocacy. Eight participants completed both the pre and post-tests: Six (75%) were 

ages 25-34, one (12.5%) was age 18-24, and one (12.5%) was age 45-54. Seven (87.5%) were 

female, and one (12.5%) was male. Four (50%) reported being European American/White, two 

(25%) were Biracial, one (12.5%) was African American/Black, one (12.5%) participant was 

Hispanic, and one (12.5%) was Asian American. Six participants reported being students; three 

(37.5%) master’s students and three (37.5%) doctoral students, and two reported being counselor 

educators who were employed full-time. Six individuals participated in the focus group. Five 

were (83.3%) female, and one (16.7%) was male. Three (50%) identified as European 

American/White, two (33.3%) were African American/Black, and one (16.6%) participant was 

Asian American. Four (66.7%) were students (three doctoral and one master’s) and two (33.3%) 

were counselor education faculty members. 

Data Analysis 

To respond to the first research question, we ran analysis for descriptive statistics, a 

paired samples t test, and a sign test. A sign test was used due to having a small sample size and 
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not all scales meeting assumptions for a second t test. Descriptive statistics were used to answer 

the second quantitative research question. Concerning the qualitative data, our analysis process 

was guided by the method described by DeCuir-Gunby et al. (2011). We reviewed the 

transcription and coded independently using open and a-priori codes. After reviewing relevant 

literature, we developed and agreed on five a-priori codes.  

Within six weeks, we met four times for approximately 60 minutes each to discuss the 

codes and emerging themes identified independently and to reach a consensus on the emerging 

themes. After each meeting we independently looked at the codes and emerging themes within 

the context of the data, meaning they reviewed initial coding sheets and the original transcript to 

ensure the emerging findings were accurately portraying the raw data. We met a fifth time to 

identify and agree on corroborating quotes for each developing theme.  

Results 

Participants had a mean difference of 10.25 (SD=17.93) on the total ACSA indicating 

they scored an average of more than 10 points higher on the posttest compared to the pretest. The 

Systems Advocacy subscale had the largest positive mean increase from pre to posttest with a 

mean increase of 4.00 (SD= 6.05). Subscales Social Political Advocacy, Client Advocacy, Public 

Information, and Community Collaboration also showed mean increases of 2.50 (SD = 3.82), 

2.25 (SD = 2.71), 1.75 (SD = 4.06), and 0.25 (SD = 3.61) respectively; however, findings related 

to the Social Political scale should be read with caution as one item was omitted from the 

instrument in error. The Client Empowerment subscale showed a decrease with a mean 

difference of -0.50 (SD = 2.98). No significant differences between the pre and posttests were 
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found on either the t-test or the sign test. Table 1 shows the median scores for each scale and the 

median difference for participants on between pre and posttest.  

Table 1  

Median Scores on the ACSA 

Scale Pretest Median Posttest Median Median Difference 
Client Empowerment 17 18 1 
Community 
Collaboration 

14 16 0 

Public Information 9 14 1 

Client Advocacy 13 18 1 

Systems Advocacy 9 16 3 

Social Political* 7* 12* 2* 
Total ACSA 67* 88* 9* 
Note. *Due to error in inputting the instrument, one item was missing in error on this scale. Therefore, 
these findings must be seen in the context of this scale having one missing item. This error is also 
reflected in the full score of the instrument. 

 

An exact sign test was used to compare the differences in pre and posttests (Table 2). No 

significant differences were found. The average score on the ACSA pretest was 78.90 (SD = 

22.31), which is mid-range on the adjusted scale. The average score on the posttest was 87.45 

(SD = 19.82), which still fell in the mid-range, indicating that participants needed “to do more 

work” to develop advocacy competence.  

Qualitative analysis of the focus group data resulted in the following five themes: (a) 

professional advocacy knowledge gained, (b) change in attitude towards professional advocacy, 

(c) motivation to take action, (d) professional advocacy training needs, and (e) barriers to 

professional advocacy development. These findings are described below with corroborating 

quotes from focus group participants. 



   
Volume 43, Number 1  Page 101 

Table 2  

Score Differences on Pre and Posttests 

Scale Positive Negative Tie p-value 
Client Empowerment 3 4 1 1.00 
Community 
Collaboration 

3 3 2 1.00 

Public Information 4 2 2 0.688 

Client Advocacy 4 0 4 0.125 

Systems Advocacy 5 2 1 0.453 

Social Political* 5 2 1 0.453 
Total ACSA 4 3 1 1.00 

Note. *Due to error in inputting the instrument, one item was missing in error on this scale. Therefore, 
these findings must be seen in the context of this scale having one missing item. This error is also 
reflected in the full score of the instrument. 

 

Theme 1: Increased Knowledge About Professional Advocacy 

As a result of the professional advocacy training, participants indicated they gained new 

or expanded knowledge on professional advocacy. Participants reported the training clarified 

how they can incorporate advocacy efforts into their present work, providing direction and 

confidence to fulfill their advocacy goals.  As Participant 2 summarized, “There wasn't one 

[session] where I left and was like, ‘I can't take anything from that.’ I took a lot from it.” 

Participants described specific knowledge gained from attending the training on 

professional advocacy, including what constitutes advocacy as a counselor. Participants reported 

legislative action, professional collaboration, and individual contributions to the field of 

counseling to be avenues for which counselors can act as an advocate. Participant 6 expressed 

her gratitude for the information shared about legislation by stating, “And I appreciated the 

legislation...I appreciate that piece because it’s not something I thought about.” Providing 
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information about legislation and the process of contacting legislators increased awareness and 

knowledge for participants in this area of advocacy.  

Participants also described learning about the importance of counseling professionals 

being unified in their advocacy efforts, as Participant 4 stated, “Make sure we’re all in it 

together.”  Having one voice may include seeking support from legislative experts and pursuing 

partnerships with professionals other than counselors to have a greater impact. Participant 5 

expressed, “That, to me, was like one of the biggest things I took away from it. Communicating 

with those other professionals and other organizations and being able to have the unified voice.” 

Participants reflected on the many advocacy avenues in counseling, expressing that a collective, 

collaborative effort among professionals can lead to a greater impact for our clients and 

community. 

Furthermore, participants networking at the meeting allowed them to gain knowledge 

from other’s advocacy work.  Participant 5 noted that networking with professional counselors 

who were involved in professional advocacy work in the counseling profession helped in 

developing his own ideas for advocacy action:  

What I also really liked about the event was obviously the networking, but being able to 

go and pick different people's brains and go, "So, how did you start out in your advocacy 

work? What did that look like for you when you were in my shoes? How did you get 

from there to where you're at right now?" So being able to get that perspective, not just 

from one person, but from a bunch of different people that had different focuses all over 

the board. 
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Networking assisted participants in developing an understanding of different counseling 

professionals acts of advocacy and how important advocacy is to different communities. 

Additionally, Participant 6 reflected on her new knowledge of the interconnectedness of 

the professional and client advocacy stating, “It helps you to understand that advocacy is not just 

being reactive but also having an active approach to advocacy. These systematic things could 

come down to your client as the individual.” From the training, participants understood 

professional advocacy can take place on the client level, within a community, and on 

social/political levels.   

Theme 2: Change in Attitudes and Growth Towards Professional Advocacy 

As a result of the professional advocacy training, participants experienced a change in 

their attitudes toward the importance of professional advocacy for counselors. This theme 

included participants’ enhanced confidence and competence while also discovering their role as a 

professional advocate. For some, the advocacy training renewed participants’ focus on the 

importance of professional advocacy. Participant 3 stated, “It renewed the attention that I want to 

give to that part of my professional identity.” For others, the training contributed to their 

professional growth and development by helping them realize the essential role of engaging in 

professional advocacy. Participant 2 described her realization: 

So it's not an extra thing, but it's part of what you're doing. So making it more cohesive 

throughout every day practice instead of, ‘Now go do this one advocacy project, okay 

you're good.’ It's part of their culture of what they do. 

With this development in professional identity, participants were provided the opportunity to 

decide if they want advocacy to be a part of their professional behaviors. Participant 3 stated, “I 
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think the event itself had the potential to help people decide whether they wanted to turn on that 

part of their professional identity.”  

Finally, the training encouraged participants to become more aware of current issues in 

counseling on multiple levels of advocacy, and how to be intentional about advocacy in their 

own lives. Participant 6 stated, “To be intentional about advocating on the mico-, meso-level...I 

need to be aware of what’s happening on the macro-level and see what part I could play in that.”  

The training assisted in changing the attitudes of professional counselors regarding the 

importance of advocacy. Counselors completed the training with the goal of becoming more 

intentional about their advocacy efforts.  

Theme 3: Motivation to Take Action  

The third theme involved participants’ experiences of being motivated to take action 

related to professional advocacy. Participants described the training as having provided 

opportunities that brought about participants’ awareness of the responsibility to engage in 

professional advocacy (as described in Theme 2), and subsequently, participants felt motivated to 

do so. For example, Participant 6 stated, “It motivated me; it helped me identify on those levels 

how I can be a part of advocacy and what is that going to look like for me and how to engage in 

those kinds of things.” Participants also described that the training provided information about 

the roles student and professional counselors could take to engage in advocacy. For instance, 

Participant 3 explained, 

It is an intentional, conscious choice…. It at least, I think, [the event] poses an 

opportunity for folks to say, okay here are the ways that I could, here are the skills 
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associated with it, this is how I can develop my skill, and this is how I can choose or 

intentionally advocate. 

Participants described that the small group advocacy action planning session during the 

meeting helped them plan for future action, which increased their motivation and intentionality 

to take such action. As Participant 6 stated, “It really motivated me because I'm an actions 

person so that service-learning piece and … the action piece more so motivated me than 

anything else.”  

Further, participants described their motivation to work with others to engage in 

professional advocacy, seeing the value in working collectively toward a common goal. 

Participant 3 explained her thought process: “Then saying, strategically how could I be a part of 

anything, you know, coalition building or a task force or convening a task force.” Similarly, 

Participant 1 stated, “The action plan, coming up with it, it got me to think about what I could 

do if I felt like there was a team to do it together.”  

Overall, this theme captured participants’ motivation to become more intentional about 

taking action related to advocacy. Creating a plan for advocacy and networking with others, 

were important aspects of participants’ descriptions’ however, participants were clear in stating 

they were largely not successful in following through on their advocacy action plans. 

Information about the barriers to engaging in professional advocacy are described in Theme 5. 

Theme 4: Next Steps 

The fourth theme, next steps, captured participants’ thoughts and suggestions on their 

additional professional advocacy training needs as well as their ideas for stronger advocacy 

efforts. These findings are organized in two subthemes as described below. 
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Mentorship and Continuity 

Participants provided ideas about what type of follow-up would be helpful beyond the 

scope of a one-day meeting. For instance, Participant 2 recommended continuing efforts and 

discussion that started at the statewide meeting at the state counseling association conference: 

“Possibly at [name of conference]...maybe we can sit down for a short time and meet to see how 

everybody’s plans are going, but there has to be that intentionality.” 

Participants also shared that having mentorship or guidance to implement the action plans 

developed at the meeting would be helpful. Participant 2 stated, “It would have been nice to have 

people who were able to…carry it out or brainstorm ways that you actually implement it.” 

Participant 3 expressed, “Unless, there is an intentional next step, it kinda gets lost and 

momentum is lost, and maybe we don't follow through.” 

Mentorship was also described as a potentially helpful next step for learning how to 

engage in legislation advocacy. Participant 2 stated, “It might be beneficial for me and other 

people to have a mentor and say, ‘Let's get together, the four of us and let's make a call to the 

legislator.’” Next steps could also include learning more about how to effectively advocate in the 

legislative system by collaborating with professionals who do this type of work. As Participant 3 

stated, “We can learn, I mean, we wouldn't be lobbyists, but I do think there's some things we 

can learn from people who do that work.” 

Overall, intentional planning to continue the discussion and action were considered 

necessary. Further, participants noted they needed guidance or mentorship to be able to 

successfully execute the plans. Finally, additional training in the legislative advocacy arena, 
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including experiential learning and learning from professionals outside of the counseling 

profession were needed.  

Ideas for Stronger Advocacy Efforts 

Consistent and designated leadership for professional advocacy on the state-level as well 

as within counselor education programs were described as ideas for stronger advocacy efforts. 

Participants also noted a need for interdisciplinary collaborations. Participants identified the need 

for consultation with state and legislative leadership at future trainings or on an on ongoing basis 

(e.g., Day on the Hill) that would promote a presence or voice for professionals or students in 

counseling in legislative proceedings. Participant 2 said, “I think it might have been beneficial to 

have other professions [at the meeting] so maybe finding a legislator that would be willing to 

come and speak...”  

Participants suggested that the state counseling associations or other accessible 

counseling organizations, such as CSI, would provide leadership and advocacy engagement 

opportunities. Participant 3 stated, 

So that scaffolding that I was talking about did happen at this meeting, but it made me 

think how beneficial it was to get that, because there really no other place, other than 

maybe a classroom, a specific training, or … Our state association doesn't provide that. 

Maybe out of this, I got that maybe we should. Maybe there should be advocacy to bring 

it back in some way or maybe re-imagine or re-vitalize that role or advocacy with our 

state counseling association. Or, maybe that, with the [CSI] chapters in the state as a 

collective.  
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The importance of designated leadership for professional advocacy efforts was also emphasized 

by Participant 5 who said, “Cohesion, clarification of what's happening [are needed] so that way 

you can build structure… without any kind of cohesiveness or unification and structure, you can't 

really move forward with an action plan.” Participant 2 emphasized the potential benefit of 

working collectively with a unified goal: 

I think there could be something done on a statewide level if we all know our main goal 

and how each chapter is going to contribute to the main goal… each of us having 

different advocacy projects, it was almost like we're all firing in different directions and I 

think we make a bigger impact as a collective. 

 Finally, participants noted a need for leadership related to professional advocacy within 

counselor education programs. Participant 2 summarized these points by saying, “Knowing some 

of those structures, who can you go to within your department that can help carry out some of 

these things, what's appropriate to ask for, what should you… do on your own without needing 

the next step?” 

Theme 5: Barriers to Professional Advocacy Development 

Participants described several barriers that impeded the development their professional 

advocacy competency or actions. Identified barriers included (a) a lack of guided follow-up, (b) 

creating idealistic (versus realistic) action plans, and (c) having negative emotional responses, 

including feeling overwhelmed and daunted by taking actions related to professional advocacy  

Participants described a lack of consensus or leadership regarding next steps after the 

statewide meeting as a reported barrier to developing their competency in the arena of 

professional advocacy. Participant 6 noted, “Establishing those clear goals and objectives would 
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be important and also pushing for collaboration with CSI chapters...if we are not a united front 

then how can we advocate for the counseling profession in general?” Participants also 

recognized a lack of subsequent guided opportunities focused on professional advocacy as 

barrier. Participant 2 described, “Clearly there's some passion here within our group.... how do 

we get those people in touch with each other and make a plan moving forward to act on and find 

the avenues to ask for [advocacy-focused meeting] next year, having that space?” She also 

explained, “I’m [hypothetically] going to be on this advocacy committee and now I have to plan 

going to Capitol Hill, how do I do that? That would be daunting.”  

Another identified barrier was that participants considered the advocacy action plans they 

created to be idealistic versus realistic advocacy actions that could be reasonably implemented 

by meeting attendees. As Participant 2 described, “I think some of our plans turned into more of 

ideals of what we would do in advocacy and not so much what could actually be done right 

then.” Participant 5 added, “We have this grand idea, we put together these plans, but there was 

no action. Well, without any kind of cohesiveness or unification and structure, you can't really 

move forward with an action plan.” 

Last, participants described feeling “overwhelmed,” “lacking confidence,” or “daunted” 

in the one-day meeting. Participants suggested that negative emotions and thoughts about 

engaging in advocacy actions, especially legislative actions, served as a barrier to taking action. 

Participant 5 described, “Especially when we’re talking about legislation...it’s like this giant 

monster that you don’t even know how to tackle.” Concerning the action plans, Participant 1 

stated, “There's the uncertainty, fear of doing that when I have no idea how that looks.” 

Participant 5 shared, “For somebody that is beginning their role in the counseling world and 
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developing and these kind of things, like advocacy does very much seem like this daunting 

process.”  

Discussion 

Although a one-day statewide CSI meeting focused on professional advocacy was not 

effective in significantly increasing participants’ advocacy competencies, notable outcomes 

included increased levels of competency and participants’ reports of experiencing enhanced 

knowledge, attitudes, and motivation related to engaging in professional advocacy. As 

reported by participants, the one-day statewide advocacy training explained what constitutes 

advocacy as a counselor, provided information on legislative action, and how professional 

collaboration and individual contributions are both avenues for advocating.  

An additional theme found in the focus group was that of a change in attitude towards 

professional advocacy. Some participants expressed they felt more confident and competent to 

act as an advocate. The training assisted counselors in identifying if advocacy is a current part 

of their professional identity as a counselor. As reported by participants, attending the training 

renewed their focus on advocacy, encouraging them to set more definite goals for engaging in 

advocacy efforts. The increase motivation for action found in this study is consistent with 

findings from a study conducted by Miller et al. (2009), who found that creating an interest in 

advocacy efforts lead to an increased commitment in counselors’ future advocacy work. 

However, participants noted that in order for their newfound motivation and 

knowledge of professional advocacy to transfer into action, additional supports, training, and 

structure were needed to overcome reported barriers. Unfortunately, this is a repeated theme 

surrounding professional advocacy. As Sweeney stated, “We know what needs to be done, it is 
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in the ‘doing’ that we fall short” (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015, p. 117). Barriers to engaging 

in professional advocacy reported by focus group members in the current study included 

perceiving a lack of leadership in the realm of professional advocacy in the state as well as 

within academic departments, a lack of consistent training opportunities and opportunities to 

engage in advocacy action, unrealistic advocacy actions expected as a result of one training, 

and feeling overwhelmed with all of the components of advocacy.  

Participants offered suggestions to overcome these barriers including providing 

additional, consistent trainings on advocacy, having a network of counselors with whom to 

engage in advocacy actions, having leadership including mentors to learn professional 

advocacy actions, and having connections within the legislative system. These findings were 

consistent with Ratts and Hutchins’s (2009) suggestions that collaborations with others who 

have similar advocacy values and goals provide a critical resource and alleviate some of the 

barriers to engaging in advocacy actions. Participants’ responses were also aligned with 

Sweeney’s notion that a collaborative and sustained effort in the area of professional advocacy 

must be established for advocacy efforts to take place (Kress & Barrio Minton, 2015). Further, 

matching such training to the student counselor or counseling professional’s developmental 

stage could enhance professionals’ understanding of how to put learning into action.  

Implications  

This study’s findings have important implications for the counseling profession, 

including leaders in the profession. First, training on professional advocacy is needed and 

valued. From a single-shot meeting, we learned advocacy competency can be increased, but it 

is not sufficient to equip counselors with a competency level to carry out advocacy needs of 
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the profession. Information gathered from the focus group was consistent with suggestions in 

the literature to include opportunities for learners to gain personal and community experiences 

with advocacy (Hill et al., 2012). Providing experiential elements appears to be an essential 

component of such training, and many counseling organizations implement this, such as 

ACA’s Day on the Hill.  

Ideas for advocacy training within master’s and doctoral-level counselor education 

curriculum have been discussed (Hill et al., 2012). However, learning beyond course 

assignments appears to be needed. Consistent with the contention of Goodman et al. (2018), 

the development of professional advocacy competence is not well known or understood. As 

such, development of additional educational methods focused on professional advocacy are 

needed and can occur in graduate training programs (Hill et al., 2012); however, it may also 

extend to professional counseling organizations. For instance, given that CSI has an explicit 

focus on professional advocacy, this organization may be an ideal outlet to provide routine 

education of various modalities. In this way, student counselors, professional counselors, and 

counselor educators would have access to education about professional advocacy which can 

foster such engagement.  

Second, this study highlighted the steadfast need noted by Myers and Sweeney (2004) 

for an increased in discussion about professional advocacy and organized efforts to take 

professional advocacy action. Integrating models for strategic advocacy, such as the Erikson 

model (Chang, 2012; Sweeney, 2012), may be useful in developing consistent advocacy 

actions. Findings from the focus group in the current study specified the need for mentorship 

related to engaging in professional advocacy actions, as well as effective leadership to 
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spearhead and foster consistent discussion and collective advocacy action. As CSI excels at 

developing leaders within the counselor profession, perhaps developing leaders and mentors 

specifically in the area of professional advocacy is worthy of consideration. 

Limitations  

Although this study provides meaningful findings related to the outcomes of a single 

state-wide meeting focused on professional advocacy, the findings should be seen within the 

context of its limitations. Limitations of this research include a small sample size with a 72.4% 

attrition rate (29 pretests completed and eight matching posttests completed) for the 

quantitative analysis. Further, an error in inputting the instrument resulted one item, which 

was part of the Social/Political subscale, not being included in survey that was distributed for 

data collection. We adjusted the total scale to account for the missing item. This study relied 

on self-report data as no additional data or observations of the participants’ advocacy 

competencies were collected. In regard to the focus group, despite our efforts to recruit 

participants from the registration list from the statewide meeting, which included student 

counselors and counselor educators from various part of the state, all six participants were 

from one university, which may have limited the breadth and diversity of data collected. 

Ideas for Future Research  

Additional research is needed to further inform professional advocacy education and 

practices. A similar study with larger sample sizes is needed to conduct meaningful 

quantitative analyses that contain sufficient power. Incentives may be needed to collect data 

from larger participant pools and maintain their participation as this study had a 72.4% 

attrition rate. Future studies may also focus on developing an instrument specific to 
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competencies involved in professional advocacy or collect data from additional instruments or 

measure advocacy competencies in various ways, such as assessing knowledge gained or 

assessing advocacy skills. Developmental models of advocacy competency, such as the one 

developed by Ramírez Stege et al. (2017) in regard to counseling students’ development of 

client advocacy competency, could also be considered as a variable when investigating the 

development of advocacy competencies. Alternative methods of advocacy education warrant 

consideration and evaluation, including web-based and sequential formats, as well as the 

impact of mentoring related to professional advocacy efforts. Finally, research on leadership 

training and effectiveness, specifically in the area of professional advocacy, would guide 

counseling organizations and counselor education programs toward empirically supported 

methods for consistent leadership in this area. 
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